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I know the power of words,  
I know the tocsin of words  
They are not those that make theatre boxes 
applaud 
Words like that make coffins break out  
make them pace with their four oak legs 
 
Vladimir Mayakovsky, from his last verses 
included as part of his suicide note (1930) 
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7.1 The Ethical and Political Aspects of Later Wittgenstein’s 
Perspective  
 
In chapters 3, 4, and 5 we approached the issue of the ethical aspects of 
Wittgenstein’s early thought from various angles and it hopefully became clear 
that the issue is far from simple, allowing for numerous and often-opposed 
treatments. As we have already mentioned, the ethical aspect of the early phase 
of Wittgenstein’s thought is often downplayed or intentionally ignored, 
compared for example to its (onto)logical aspects which usually receive the most 
attention. Nevertheless, most readers nowadays at least acknowledge its 
existence as such, i.e. as a substantial component of Wittgenstein’s early 
philosophy, especially from the moment that both in his early notebooks, but 
most importantly in the text of the Tractatus itself, Wittgenstein discusses themes 
that relate to ethics in a rather explicit way. With regard to the later phase of 
Wittgenstein’s thought, things are much more opaque. A significant reason for 
that is the nature of the material itself, since the thousand of pages that 
Wittgenstein produced from 19291 to 1951 in the form of manuscripts and 
typescripts (and the related material as his letters, student notes from his lectures, 
etc.) started getting edited and published only after Wittgenstein’s death, without 
specific instructions from him to his literary executors about what to be 
published and what not. We could turn our attention to the first part of the 
Investigations, which appears to be a kind of culmination of the later phase of his 
thought, as the work that took the most “finalised” shape during Wittgenstein’s 
lifetime and to which he referred to as “his book”, and thus stands out as the 
prototypical later Wittgenstein work. But then things appear to get even more 
complex, since there are hardly any remarks in the Investigations that deal with 
ethics or meta-ethics, at least in a straightforward way and with regard to their 
traditional conceptions.2 And the whole situation appears to become even 
stranger once we consider that the influence of the explicit (and to a certain 
extent systematic) ethical discussion in the Tractatus has been significantly smaller 
than the extensive influence of later Wittgenstein’s philosophy (in which there is 
little, if any, systematic ethical discussion) in fields like the philosophy of religion, 
mainly via the work of D. Z. Philips, and social and political philosophy, as in 
the case of communitarianism.3 But that is not the end of the story. A first point 

                                                
1. Note that Wittgenstein’s ‘Lecture on Ethics’ (see Ch. 6 p. 180 above) albeit given in 
1929 is considered to be part of early Wittgenstein’s canon, since it is largely based on 
the Tractarian framework.   
2. Two possible exceptions can be found in the preface of the Investigations with 
Wittgenstein’s reference to his work as an attempt to bring some light in the darkness of 
his times, and in his remark that the concepts of ethics, like the ones of aesthetics, escape 
sharp definitions and are thus to be viewed as constituted of a family of meanings 
formed through a variety of language-games (see PI Preface p. x and PI 77). 
3. As will become apparent in the next pages, the term ‘ethical’ is employed here in its 
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of approach can be found in the selection of Wittgenstein’s remarks published as 
Culture and Value.4 In this work the literary executors of Wittgenstein’s will (and 
in particular von Wright) selected some of his remarks as not belonging directly 
to his “philosophical” work, many of them, as the title suggests, being about 
culture, but also religion, art and aesthetics, metaphilosophy, and issues of a 
broader social and ethical character. What we should note is that these remarks 
are originally dispersed in numerous manuscripts and are scattered among the 
rest of his “philosophical” remarks. They were not distinguished by Wittgenstein 
in a sharp way – von Wright only mentions that Wittgenstein in some cases 
hinted at a distinction through the use of brackets and in some other (not further 
specified) ways –5 and this can be viewed as a further manifestation of 
Wittgenstein’s unified treatment of “philosophical” and “non-philosophical” 
issues, since, as we have already mentioned, philosophy for him was more a 
matter of attitude and perspective than of occupation with a clearly defined 
thematics.6  
 
The second point of approach to the ethical aspects of the later phase of 
Wittgenstein’s thought stands in connection to the above and is to be found in 
later Wittgenstein’s conception of ethics as not distinguished by a concern with a 
specific thematics and the employment of a relevant vocabulary (e.g. the 
discourse regarding moral judgments), but as a synecdochic aspect of all 
discourse and action, of our form(s) of life.7 From this point of view, potentially 

                                                                                                                
broad sense, not only referring to issues of a moral nature, but also of a social, political, 
and religious one. Questions such as how we should live our life or about the meaning of 
life are ethical questions that do not belong exclusively to the field of moral philosophy, 
but play an important role in religious, social, and political discourses and practices as 
well. The above point does not intend to designate some kind of a single common 
ethical essence, but to highlight the various resemblances and overlaps between the 
different forms of the ‘ethical’. Wittgenstein’s remark on the diversity of ethical concepts 
that we saw in the previous note may be viewed as pointing in the same direction, 
highlighting the multifarious character of the ‘ethical’.        
4. CV. First published in German in 1977 as Vermischte Bemerkungen.  
5. See CV p. ix. 
6. See also Ch. 6 p. 179 n. 16 above. Complementary material to Wittgenstein’s remarks 
in Culture and Value can be found in the notes taken from his lectures by his students, 
such as the ones on religious belief (LAPR p. 53-72) and on the freedom of the will 
(WPO p. 429-444). 
7. See Crary (2007, p. 314-315) and Cavell (1996b, p. 327-328). Conant puts forward a 
similar approach with regard not only to the later, but also to the early phase of 
Wittgenstein’s thought, in a rather anachronistic manner (see Conant (2005, p. 69-72) 
and Ch. 5 p. 154-156 above). It is of note that Crary and Conant approach the ethical 
dimension of later Wittgenstein’s philosophy from a rather general and abstract meta-
ethical viewpoint avoiding an engagement with its more concrete (as substantive, 
contentful, expressive of a certain position or stance) socio-political aspects. Cavell’s case 
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all of later Wittgenstein’s remarks convey an ethical import, even if they do not 
directly appear to be about ethics as not employing any ethical vocabulary. We 
can find such an approach exemplified in what has been labeled as 
communitarian thought (as demonstrated for example in the works of Charles 
Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre, and Bernard Williams), which was significantly 
influenced by later Wittgenstein and in which philosophical inquiry in fields like 
epistemology (broadly construed) and the philosophy of psychology and mind 
(as the exploration of the conditions of intentionality) is intrinsically related to 
the treatment of ethical (as social and political) issues. Something similar can be 
said about von Wright’s – Wittgenstein’s student, friend, literary executor, and 
successor in the Chair of Philosophy in Cambridge – mature works in which his 
earlier focus on inquiry in (epistemo)logical fields shifts – after the death of 
Wittgenstein, but still under the continuous influence of his broader 
(meta)philosophical perspective – to a study of man, culminating in his own 
anthropological (humanist) perspective. A perspective occupied not just with 
abstract or moral ethical concerns, but also with concrete social and political 
issues – with a raised interest in and influence from Marxian, Marxist and (left) 
Hegelian thought, especially of the humanist-Marxist kind – the integration of 
those two aspects of his “double track” research being a continuous objective.8 
And it is from the same viewpoint that our discussion of later Wittgenstein’s 
metaphilosophical perspective in the previous chapter revealed in a rather 
general manner, which becomes more concrete in this chapter, some of the 
ethical (as socio-political) features of his later thought, through our discussion of 
its anthropological (humanist), social, practice-based, and everyday-oriented 
character. Communitarian thought – with its criticism of liberalism (as 
prioritising the individual) through an emphasis on the constitutive role of 
community and social practices for the human form of life, as found for example 
in the social nature of the self – as well as Von Wright – with his mature Marx-
influenced and socially/politically engaged humanism – both show, through their 
readings of later Wittgenstein and their own Wittgenstein-influenced agendas, 
that Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is at least compatible with, or allows for, a 
kind of “Left Wittgensteinianism”, as Williams calls it.9 Finally, a third point of 

                                                                                                                
is not so straightforward. On the one hand, in his discussions of later Wittgenstein 
themes with strong social and political connotations often emerge, for example the issue 
of alienation or the alleged conservative character of Wittgenstein’s philosophy (see 
Cavell (1996b, p. 327-332)). On the other hand, these ethics-as-politics points seem to 
remain quite general and underplayed in comparison to Cavell’s more extensive and 
detailed explorations of Wittgensteinian themes from an ethics-as-aesthetics perspective. 
8. For more on von Wright’s humanism, socio-political outlook, and philosophical 
trajectory see Egidi (2009), Wallgren (2003, 537-550), and von Wright (1993c, p. 1-4). 
9. See Williams (2005, p. 29-39). In this article Williams criticises the conservative 
readings of later Wittgenstein that are based on the descriptive character of his approach 
and its emphasis on our actual, everyday practices, reminding us that “part of our ethical 
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approach to later Wittgenstein’s ethical (as socio-political) outlook, one that 
shows that this kind of Left Wittgensteinianism not only designates aspects of 
Wittgenstein’s influence, but also his own perspective and stance, can be found 
in the study of the biographical and broader historical context of his life and 
work, together with the relevant historical reminders that are available to us in 
the form of letters, memoirs, etc.  
 
If we were to provide a synoptic characterisation of the relation between the 
early and the later phase of Wittgenstein’s life and thought with regard to the 
issue of ethics, we could say that, on the one hand, the ethical spirit of the 
Tractatus can be viewed as continuous with his later philosophical viewpoint. 
From the ineffable ethical point of the Tractatus10 Wittgenstein in his later phase 
moves to “seeing every problem from a religious point of view”11 in a still 
‘ineffable’ (in a certain sense) manner.12 On the other hand, the broader radical 
anthropological, social, and practical turn from his early to his later phase 
characterises and affects the ethical aspects of his thought as well. Early 
Wittgenstein’s ethical interest, although not occupied with the development of 
an ethical or moral theory, is still expressed sub specie aeternitatis and manifested, in 
a quite traditional way, as an engagement with an eternal fixed problematics, 
while in the later phase of his life and thought it is extended to a distinctive kind 
of socio-political concern, as an often not direct or obvious engagement with 
issues raised by or dominant in his times. When Wittgenstein says in the late 

                                                                                                                
practice consists precisely in this, that people have found in it resources with which to 
criticise their society. Practice is not just the practice of practice, so to speak, but also the 
practice of criticism” (ibid. 35-36). And it is interesting to note that while there is a 
tendency in some conceptions of later Wittgenstein’s philosophy to emphasise its 
(purported) non-critical character, he is often characterised as a conservative thinker for 
the opposite reasons as well, as his criticism of characteristics of modernity and his 
broader cultural pessimism is treated as inherently conservative. With regard to this last 
theme and to why cultural pessimism and a critical stance to modernity should not be 
identified with a conservative attitude, see our discussions in Ch. 4 p. 123 above and Ch. 
8 p. 287-288 below. 
10. See Ch. 3 p. 67-69 above. 
11. Drury (1981a, p. 94). 
12. Ineffable not so much in the Tractarian sense of the mystical, through which 
Wittgenstein tried to safeguard ethics from “gassing” (see Ch. 3 p. 67 above), but more 
in the sense that “explanations come to an end somewhere” (PI 1) and then what is left 
is our actual practices, what we do. What is important in issues of a broader ethical (as 
for example religious) nature is not so much the content of what is being said, but what 
is being (or may be) done through it, its practical consequences, and the fact that we take 
a certain stance or side that often plays a regulative role in our lives (see LAPR p. 54, 63-
64). And that may be one of the reasons why in Wittgenstein’s later writings the 
instances in which he explicitly addresses issues of an ethical nature with an employment 
of the relevant ethical vocabulary are relatively limited.  
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1940s, while working on the philosophy of psychological concepts, that “I am 
not a religious man but I cannot help seeing every problem from a religious 
point of view”13 – note the scope of every: every problem, not just every 
philosophical problem – he does not refer to the religious as something related 
to a (certain) dogma, theory, or a sharply defined area of discourse, but to our 
form(s) of life, both actual and potential. And when in the same conversation he 
observes that “My type of thinking is not wanted in this present age”,14 or as in 
the preface of the Investigations that “It is not impossible that it should fall to the 
lot of this work, in its poverty and in the darkness of this time, to bring light into 
one brain or another – but, of course, it is not likely”15 he not only establishes a 
direct connection between his approach and his times16 but he also calls us to see 
the ‘ethical-religious’ as being about the present age, i.e. in a social and political 
manner, like Cavell suggests referring to that type of stance as characteristic of 
Kierkegaard.17 It is also quite indicative that the same stance can be discerned in 
writers such as Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, who both were among Wittgenstein’s 
favourites and exercised a certain important influence on his perspective. 
Tolstoy’s case is the most interesting for our purposes, since his religious attitude 
not only opposed the established church and religious dogma, but was actually 
integrated with his political social anarchism,18 exemplifying not just a stance in 

                                                
13. Drury (1981a, p. 94). 
14. ibid. 
15. PI Preface p. x. 
16. Note that a similar attitude can be discerned already in Wittgenstein’s ‘Sketch for a 
Foreword’ written in the November of 1930 (see Ch. 4 p. 122 n. 108 above). 
17. See Cavell (1996b, p. 327-328).  
18. The qualification ‘social’ is used in order to distinguish the community-oriented 
anarchism of Tolstoy (part of the relevant tradition formed by Bakunin, Proudhon, and 
Kropotkin) from the individual-centred anarchism, as found for example in the thought 
of Max Stirner, William Godwin, and Benjamin Tucker and in its modern manifestation 
in the form of libertarianism. While in Wittgenstein scholarship the significant influence 
of Tolstoy on Wittgenstein’s thought and life-stance is often recognised, this is always 
done in exclusively ethical or religious terms, ignoring the significant political aspect of 
Tolstoy’s writings. Wittgenstein’s distaste for personal property, most clearly 
demonstrated in the disposal of his personal wealth (see Ch. 6 p. 177 above) and his 
largely ascetic way of life is a first sign of how Tolstoy’s influence on Wittgenstein can be 
viewed not in exclusively religious, but in political terms as well. Similar signs can be 
detected in the character of Tolstoy’s works that were Wittgenstein’s favourites – The 
Gospel in Brief (which, as we have seen, according to Wittgenstein “kept him alive” during 
World War I (see Monk (1991, p. 115-116)) and The Twenty Three Tales (which he 
recommended to his friends and students throughout his life, having a special preference 
for ‘What Men Live By’, ‘The Two Old Men’, ‘The Three Hermits’, and ‘How Much 
Land Does A Man Need?’ (see Rhees (ed.) (1981, p. 87, 101)) – which apart from their 
religious themes have strong political overtones. When Wittgenstein remarks that in 
those stories you find the essence of Christianity (see ibid. p. 87), we should not fail to 
notice that this essence is actually a socially and politically oriented one. 
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which the ‘religious’ and the ‘socio-political’ function as one, but also where a 
religious perspective and form of life is integrated with a radical leftist political 
one.19 Moreover, the issue of free will (vs. determinism) offers us another point 
of convergence, not only between philosophy of psychology (as the investigation 
of the conditions of human intentionality) and ethics, but also between the 
religious and socio-political aspects of ethical concern. It is an issue that 
Wittgenstein discusses both in the early and the later phase of his thought. In his 
early phase, he argues for the freedom of the will from a logico-ethical point of 
view based on his conception of causal relations (like the one between the world 
and the will) as logically contingent.20 In his later phase, as we can see in the 
notes from his lectures on the freedom of the will, he approaches the issue from 
various angles (epistemological, philosophy of psychology, religious, social) and 
he holds that the denial of free will in the form of determinism is nonsensical, 
emphasising that regularities should not be confused with necessities and that 
what we call freedom of the will is a constitutive characteristic of the human 
form of life.21 This approach of later Wittgenstein’s to free will is one of the 
aspects of what we could call his problematics regarding human autonomy and 
which is of course a deeply social and political issue. For now, what is most 
important to notice is that for Wittgenstein religious belief is not to be identified 
with a theoretical adherence to some kind of dogma (quasi-scientific theory, 
system of doctrines or beliefs, etc.). It rather consists in “a passionate commitment to 
a system of coordinates”, and is thus “a way of living or a way of judging life”,22 

                                                
19. Tolstoy may be the most prominent of such examples but in no case the only one. 
Consider for example the Christian-anarchists philosophers of degrowth Jacques Ellul 
and Ivan Illich; Lunacharsky, Lenin’s commissar for education after the 1917 revolution, 
who in works like Religion and Socialism tries to develop a view of socialism as a religion of 
immanence; Ernst Bloch, Simone Weil, and the broader movement of liberation 
theology; and the numerous messianic political-religious revolutionary movements of the 
Middle Ages (see Cohn (1970) for a comprehensive historical account of such kind of 
“heretic” Middle Ages movements). 
20. See TLP 5.133-5.1362, 6.373-6.375, Stokhof (2002, p. 100, 201, 208), and Ch. 3 p. 68-
71 above.  
21. See the notes of Yorick Smithies from Wittgenstein’s lectures on the freedom of the 
will in WPO p. 427-444. See also Wittgenstein (1976, p. 242) and CV p. 5, 69-70. 
22. See CV p. 73. In the same remark Wittgenstein reflects on religious conversion, 
initiation, or instruction, highlighting the key role of personal initiative (“to act to my 
own accord”) from the side of the converted, initiated, or instructed. The same personal 
initiative plays a similar key role in politics. This may be illustrated through what Chronis 
Missios (a famous contemporary Greek writer who spent many years in prison and in 
exile for his (communist) political views) recently said in an interview, viewing 
retrospectively some of the problems of his politics as ideology: “You cannot save the 
people unless they want themselves to be saved. We communists did that. Trying to save 
them at any cost. If one does not want to, does not feel that (s)he has to be saved, how 
are you going to force him?”. Wittgenstein’s reflection that “It would be as though 
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i.e. a form of life.23 Something similar can be said about his conception of 
politics as well. 
 
Wittgenstein’s conception of politics as a form (way) of life is made clearer once 
we consider the distinction between two opposing (as the two ends of a 
continuum, i.e. as not necessarily mutually exclusive) approaches to politics. The 
first emphasises politics as (the construction of) a system of organisation of 
social life, the (specialised) science of governing a certain society, which often 
takes the form of a political (normative) theory (e.g. à la Rawls) or of an ideology 
or dogma. The second approaches politics as a way of life; as the concern about, 
but also the practice of how we (as social beings, thus as members of certain 
communities) live our (everyday) lives. This distinction is exemplified in the 
conception of the political, on the one hand, in the Athenian (direct/immediate, 
as opposed to modernity’s representative) democracy of the fifth and fourth 
century B.C. as intertwined with life, as a political (way of) life, since the political 
is identified with the social and is thus a thoroughly public affair connected to 
every citizen (as politis, the member of a polis),24 and, on the other hand, in Plato’s 
criticism of Athenian democracy, characteristically demonstrated in the Statesman 
dialogue. In that dialogue Plato promotes a conception of politics as an episteme 
(science, as determinate specialised knowledge) and to some limited extent as a 
techne (a specialised practical know-how), oscillating, as the case of the rules 
(laws) makes most apparent, between the abstract universal and the concrete 
particular. An oscillation which freezes for Plato through the governing role of 
the Statesman (the omniscient royal man, the “enlightened superdespot”),25 as 

                                                                                                                
someone were on the one hand to let me see my hopeless situation, on the other depict 
the rescue-anchor, until of my own accord, or at any rate not led by the hand by the 
instructor, I were to rush up and seize it” (ibid.) may be viewed as a reply to this very 
problem.  
23. In his relevant lectures, Wittgenstein similarly treats religious beliefs as “unshakeable 
beliefs”, which play a different role compared to our regular empirical beliefs, since they 
regulate for in all ones life (see LAPR p. 53-54). And with Wittgenstein’s emphasis in 
those lectures on the sharp difference in the way of life between someone who holds 
(certain) religious beliefs and some other who does not, we can see how in fact there 
cannot exist something like a purely non-ethical, non-political, or non-religious stance, 
since such issues are constitutive aspects of our form(s) of life and even the absence of 
certain beliefs regarding them has certain consequences for the way we live our lives and 
defines our position with regard to specific thematics.  
24. A polis in which there is no inner (apolitical) man – or, rather, when there is, he is 
treated as an idiot (idiotes, the private man) – but only a public (social) consciousness; a 
community, the moral and civic status of whose members is to judged, through their 
(public) words and deeds, by the community itself. 
25. See Castoriadis (2002, p. 150). Castoriadis’ focus in that work on the antinomy with 
regard to the application of the general abstract law to the always concrete particular 
cases highlights one of the links between Plato’s political and epistemological work, as 
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the owner of the specialised knowledge that political power demands and the 
sole (concrete) bearer and enforcer of the (abstract) law. In the light of the above 
distinction we can see later Wittgenstein as opposing the approach to politics as 
theory – as episteme or ideology, dogma, party line, etc. In the conception of 
politics as science we find not only the principal point of disagreement between 
the ‘orthodox’ aspects of the Marxist tradition and the “communist, at heart”26 
later Wittgenstein (as we further discuss below), but also a broader conception, 
namely, the one of the social sphere as a domain of scientific analysis, which is 
completely uncongenial to him.27 Equally uncongenial to Wittgenstein is the 
approach to politics as ideology or dogma, at least as far as philosophers (and 
                                                                                                                
the broader absolute distinction between the abstract universal and the concrete 
particular. An antinomy also underlying Plato’s dialogues occupied with epistemological 
issues and which Plato, ironically, in a rather sophist manner, ignores through the 
(ontological and epistemological) prioritising of the abstract universal – in the case of the 
laws in the Statesman the (epistemological) necessity of the abstract universal takes a more 
pragmatic form that consists in the methodological maxim of covering the majority of 
the cases and the majority of the subjects (ibid. 133). Moreover, it also emphasises the 
way in which these two sides (the epistemological and the political) of the same coin 
called Platonic tradition (as also the commitment to the idea of total knowledge based on 
the metaphysical presupposition, originating in Parmenides, that “what is, is what is 
entirely determined”) have influenced the development of the Western tradition as 
opposed to the ‘indeterminist’ tradition shaped by Heraclitus and Democritus (ibid. 145). 
The above may contribute to seeing Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule-following in a 
different light (compared to its usual exclusively epistemological readings), since it can be 
viewed as addressing this very problem of the tension between the absolute universal and 
the concrete particular, an issue with not only epistemological but also social and political 
ramifications. An issue to which Wittgenstein offers a socially-oriented, community-
based, non-deterministic (dis)solution, based on the distinction between regularity and 
necessity and highlighting the derivative role of the instituted abstract definite rules with 
regard to the instituting actual social open-ended practices. This approach not only brings 
him closer to the aforementioned ‘indeterminist’ tradition, but also highlights human 
autonomy (i.e. human communities as rule-creating and rule-following form(s) of life, 
thus as self-governed, self-instituting (autonomous) form(s) of life) in opposition to the 
Platonic heteronomic answer, which has survived through the tradition in many different 
forms and fields, in the scheme of the pre-existent abstract universal laws given, via 
episteme (theory, science) and in the form of absolute determinate knowledge, to the 
‘special(ised)’ royal man who in this way legitimates his status as authority (and thus as a 
source of heteronomy).    
26. See Monk (1991, p. 343). 
27. See Rhees (1981, p. 227-228) for an account of Wittgenstein’s opposition to the 
conception of Marxism-Leninism as a science, while also his preference for a ‘business-
like’ approach to practical disputes (see ibid. p. 224-225) points towards an approach to 
politics (even if conceived as a specialised domain) more as a techne, rather than an 
episteme. For another example see Winch (2008) in which Winch, based on later 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy, argues against the modelising of the social sciences on the 
natural ones, and actually challenges the very idea of a social science.  
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especially himself and his students and friends) are concerned. As his discussion 
with Rhees reveals, when the latter was considering becoming a member of the 
(Trotskyist) Revolutionary Communist Party, Wittgenstein held that despite 
one’s agreement with the chief points of a party’s agenda, becoming a member 
of it would limit the necessary (for a philosopher) freedom to treat all ideas (that 
means the party line as well) equally.28 But of course this distancing of 
Wittgenstein from politics as a science or a commitment to a set of fixed 
doctrines as held by the party does not mean that there is no space left in 
Wittgenstein’s life-stance for the other conception and practice of politics 
distinguished above, that of politics as a way of life. We can see that exemplified 
in Wittgenstein’s stance towards (the life in) the U.S.S.R. Wittgenstein in a 
discussion with Weismann and Schlick in 1931 finds the passion in Russia of the 
time promising, as opposed to the powerless Western waffle.29 A passion that, as 
we already saw, is for him characteristic of a religious form (way) of life, but also 
of a political form of life30 and which differentiates between the cold, grey, 
passionless wisdom and the passionate, colourful faith.31 In the same direction 
points Keynes’s description of Wittgenstein’s attitude to the Soviet regime, in his 
letter of introduction (of Wittgenstein) to the Soviet Ambassador to Great 
Britain before Wittgenstein’s visit to the U.S.S.R. in 1935, according to which 
Wittgenstein is “not a member of the Communist Party, but has strong 
sympathies with the way of life which he believes the new regime in Russia stands 
for”.32 It is also interesting to note that as we see in a letter to Keynes in 1927, 
Wittgenstein had read his book A Short View of Russia and liked it, a book in 
which Keynes treats Soviet Communism as a form of a (new) religion with a 
high concern for the common man and aversion to money, sympathising with 
those who seek for something good in it, but also acknowledging the significant 
problems of the actual regime, as for example the lack of personal liberty in 
people’s everyday life.33 And as we come back once more to the conception of 

                                                
28. See Rhees (1981, p. 229-230). The above is one of the reasons why “The philosopher 
is not a citizen of any community of ideas. That is what makes him into a philosopher” 
(Z 455), since “in doing philosophy you have got to be ready constantly to change the 
direction in which you are moving” (Rhees (1981, p. 229)). 
29. See WVC p. 142 and also Rhees (1981, p. 226-227). Compare also Wittgenstein’s 
reference to the Russian passion in opposition to the Western useless talk with the 
epigraph of the current chapter, a verse in which Mayakovsky, the “official” poet of the 
Russian revolution, just before committing suicide – betraying and having being betrayed 
by the revolution as developed into the Stalin regime – talks about words that are not 
just a passive object of applause, but so affecting that make coffins break out from the 
earth and start walking.      
30. “If you fight, you fight. If you hope, you hope. Someone can fight, hope and even 
believe, without believing scientifically” (CV p. 69). 
31. See ibid. p. 61, 64, 71. 
32. WCLD p. 246 – my emphasis. 
33. See ibid. p. 162 and Monk (1991, p. 247-248). 
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the religious and the political as one we shall turn our attention to an issue 
central to both, but also crucial for the relation between them, viz. the issue of 
the relation between the ‘personal’ and the ‘socio-political’ and more specifically 
between personal change and socio-political change. 
 
Monk and McGuinness in their respective biographical approaches to 
Wittgenstein do not fail to emphasise the social awareness of (later) Wittgenstein, 
his growing concern for social and political issues, his own political stance and 
his ties with the Left, and how these relate with his (meta)philosophical 
perspective and his broader Weltanschauung.34 Nevertheless, both authors treat 
(later) Wittgenstein’s raised social and political concern as subsidiary to issues of 
personal ethics. Monk holds that “Political questions, for him, would always be 
secondary to questions of personal integrity”,35 while McGuinness states that he 
“always put first what was the personally right choice, specially when it was a 
difficult one: what was politically right came a long way after”.36 While the 
attitude described by the above quotes is not completely distant from 
Wittgenstein’s stance – his conception of the philosopher as not being a citizen 
of any community of ideas discussed above provides an apt example – there still 
remains a gap, especially once we take into account the thoroughly social nature 
of the ‘personal’ as designated by his later philosophy. In other words, Monk and 
McGuinness seem to hold a (sharp) distinction between the personal and the 
social, a distinction that although substantiated to some extent by the 
predominantly personal, rather than social, tone of his remarks, is at the same 
time challenged not only by later Wittgenstein’s non-Cartesian, community-
based, social conception of the human subject,37 but also by his remarks on the 
issues of personal and social change.38 Wittgenstein’s concern with the idea of 
personal change (i.e. of a (radical) change in one’s (way of) life) is not distinctive 
of the later phase of his life. As we have seen in our two short biographical 
sketches, throughout his life Wittgenstein was constantly concerned with the 
idea of a radical change and we could say that his life was actually characterised 
by a succession of numerous changes – of place, of occupation, and of course of 
philosophical orientation and ideas, as the change in the character of 
Wittgenstein’s work under the influence of Tolstoy in the later years of World 
War I and the radical change in his philosophical position in the early 30s show. 
In the early phase of his thought, Wittgenstein finds in personal change the key 

                                                
34. See Monk (1991, p. 342-344, 484-488) and McGuinness (2002b). 
35. See Monk (1991, p. 18). 
36. See McGuinness (2002b, p. 45). 
37. See Bax (2011) for a detailed discussion of Wittgenstein’s non-Cartesian, deeply social 
view of the human subject. 
38. This seems to give rise to a certain tension within later Wittgenstein’s thought, but as 
we shall see this tension is to be construed more as the highlighting of the 
interdependency between the social and the personal, rather than a quasi-contradiction.  
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to a happy life, as the medium for bringing the individual will in harmony with 
the world and the metaphysical will,39 as the medium of reaching ataraxia,40 a 
state in which the problem of (happy) life is dissolved. And at first sight this 
seems to be the case for his later phase as well, since we find him observing in 
1937 that “The solution of the problem you see in life is a way of living which 
makes what is problematic disappear. The fact that life is problematic means that 
your life does not fit life’s shape. So you must change your life, and once it fits 
the shape, what is problematic will disappear”.41 In Wittgenstein’s later phase the 
shape of life is not to be indentified anymore with some kind of metaphysical 
will but with our human form(s) of life. Wittgenstein’s anthropological turn is 
not without consequences for this issue and we could say that through the 
radical change in his (meta)philosophical perspective, his views on personal 
change change as well. As he continues the same remark, qualifying his position, 
he states that “Someone who lives rightly does not experience the problem as 
sorrow, hence not after all as a problem, but rather as joy, that is so to speak as a 
bright halo round his life, not a murky background”.42 The problem of life no 
longer lies outside space and time, belonging to the ineffable mystical that shows 
itself, and being thus (dis)solved, like in the Tractatus,43 but it is to be approached 
and (dis)solved by acknowledging its existence and changing our attitude towards 
it, treating it not negatively as a problem (as a misfortune or deficiency), but 
positively (and that first of all means being agonistically engaged with it)44 as a 
(constitutional and signifying) aspect of our form(s) of life.45 The content 
(problematics) of the problem does not vanish, only its status as a problem. This 
is made clear with a remark that follows the previous one in Wittgenstein’s 
notebooks in which he discusses the “strange demands life makes” (i.e. the 

                                                
39. See Stokhof (2002, p. 216-225). 
40. See Ch. 5 p. 165-168 above.  
41. CV p. 31. 
42. ibid. 
43. See TLP 6.4312, 6.522, and 6.5. 
44. With regard to that, Wittgenstein may be viewed as pointing in the same direction as 
Camus who upon concluding his discussion of Sisyphus as the prototypical absurd hero, 
states that despite the absurdity of Sisyphus’ condition (and also of the condition of the 
absurd, contemplating, self-conscious man) “The struggle itself towards the heights is 
enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy” Camus (2005, p. 119). 
45. The constitutive role that the broader ethical concern plays for our human form(s) of 
life may initially appear to be still quite close to Wittgenstein’s early conception of ethics 
as a (constitutional) condition of life and the world (see for example NB p. 77 24/7/16). 
But we should recall that the Tractarian life, which is one with the world (see ibid. and 
TLP 5.621) – a world described in the ontological, metaphysical, and language-related 
parts of the work (with characteristics such as atomism, representationalism, etc.) – is 
radically different from the multifarious phenomenon of life and the various ways in 
which it is interwoven with language, as approached by Wittgenstein in his later phase 
(see Ch. 6 p. 201-202 above).   
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questions raised regarding the shape of our life) in the context of modernity and 
treats the question of being “able to play the game well” (the personal ethical 
demand for a good, happy, and virtuous life) as being surpassed by the more 
urgent and crucial question of “what sort of game is to be played now” (a socio-
political question par excellence).46 
 
The above remarks do not mean to suggest that the issue of personal change 
does not remain important for later Wittgenstein, but that the issues of personal 
change and social change cannot be disconnected. The notion of the form(s) of 
life functions in later Wittgenstein’s philosophy as the locus in which the 
personal and the social are united: the rejected image of the traditional Cartesian 
subject, based on the inner/outer, personal/social distinction, is not replaced by 
a conception of an individual form of life, but by a conception of human subject 
as constitutive of and constituted by the countless social language-games and 
forms of life with which it is engaged. Hence, this non-essentialist approach 
based on the different form(s) of life and not on some kind of a purported 
human essence raises the issue of the connection (integration, relation) between 
these different language-games and forms of life both at a personal and a social 
level. It is this very issue of the integration of our various language-games and 
forms of life that Wittgenstein actually addresses, through his distinction 
between a culture and a civilisation, in his already discussed ‘Sketch for a 
Foreword’ where he talks, on the one hand, about the “spirit of the whole” and 
“the same great end” with regard to a culture, and, on the other hand, about the 
“opposing forces”, the problem of fragmentation, and the pursuit of “purely 
private ends” within a civilisation (like the modern Western one).47 And it is 
from the same perspective that we can see his emphasis on “people running in 
the same direction” as an affirmation of one of the achievements of the new 
society established in the U.S.S.R.48 Wittgenstein’s prioritisation of the personal 
over the political that Monk and McGuinness discern may hold as far as the 
political is conceived as a theory, as an episteme or ideology, but breaks down 
once we approach the political as a way (form) of life, as an ethos.49  The creation 
of this ethos, as Chantal Mouffe discusses under the influence of Wittgenstein 
and with regard to her version of radical democracy as agonistic pluralism, is not 
a matter of rational argumentation, but of identification with a set of values (of a 
passionate commitment to a system of coordinates as we saw Wittgenstein 
putting it), through a diversity of practices, discourses, and language-games. This 
conception of politics as ethos does not presuppose the existence of rational 

                                                
46. See CV p. 31. 
47. See ibid. p. 8-9. 
48. See McGuinness (2002b, p. 45-46). 
49. That is also how later Wittgenstein’s stance is to be viewed not as a-political (i.e. as 
not related to politics), but as anti-political (i.e. as opposed to theoretical or 
institutionalised politics).  
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individuals that are prior to society and who are called through reason to adhere 
to a universal rational theory, but prompts us to think in terms of actual and 
potential social practices and of (the constitutive aspects of) our irreducibly 
social form(s) of life.50 And this conception of politics as ethos, rather than an 
episteme or ideology, constitutes one of the ways in which the tension between 
the personal tone and the social aspects of later Wittgenstein’s ethical remarks51 
may be viewed as a kind of dialectic interdependency rather than an opposition 
between two contradicting poles.   
 
When Wittgenstein remarks in the 1920s that “Just improve yourself; that is the 
only thing you can do to better the world”52 and in 1944 that “The revolutionary 
will be the one who can revolutionize himself”53 he does not prioritise individual 
or personal change over social or political, but highlights their interdependency.54 
The Kantian duty to be true to oneself that Monk discerns as a constant 
guideline throughout Wittgenstein’s life,55 takes a significant social turn in the 
later phase of his life and thought – the self is intrinsically (i.e. constitutively) 
social. This is made most clear when Wittgenstein observes that:  
 

The sickness of a time is cured by an alteration in the mode of life of human 
beings, and it was possible for the sickness of philosophical problems to get 
cured only through a changed mode of thought and of life, not through a 
medicine invented by an individual56  

 

                                                
50. See Mouffe (1996, p. 4-6).    
51. See Ch. 7 p. 227-228, 231-233 and the relevant notes above. 
52. Monk (1991, p. 213). Note the emphasis on ‘can’ and the use of ‘only’ that suggest 
not only the (potential) practical effectiveness, but also the necessity of personal change 
with regard to the broader goal of social change.   
53. CV p. 51. 
54. This interdependency has been a central theme for many radical or revolutionary 
(humanist) approaches. Consider for example Petrovic, one of the founding members of 
the Humanist-Marxist Praxis school, and his emphasis on that “it’s wrong to think that 
the transformation of social institutions can be separated from the change of man, or 
that the change of the social order can precede the change of man. The transformation 
of society and the creation of new man are possible only as two closely connected sides 
of the same process” Petrovic (1971, p. 289-290). Or, Tolstoy’s remarks, which bear a 
striking resemblance to Wittgenstein’s remarks quoted above, that “The Anarchists are 
right in everything […] They are mistaken only in thinking that anarchy can be instituted 
by a violent revolution. […] There can be only one permanent revolution – a moral one: 
the regeneration of the inner man. How is this revolution to take place? Nobody knows 
how it will take place in humanity, but every man feels it clearly in himself. And yet in 
our world everybody thinks of changing humanity, and nobody thinks of changing 
himself” Tolstoy (1990). 
55. See Monk (1991, p. 17-18). 
56. RFM Part II  23 p. 132. 
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and that: 
 

It is not by any means clear to me, that I wish for a continuation of my work by 
others, more than a change in the way we live, making all these questions 
superfluous. (For this reason I could never found a school).57 

 
In the above quotes Wittgenstein not only posits the change in the way we live 
(i.e. social change) as one of his (meta)philosophical and life goals, but he also 
acknowledges that this can only be realised through social and not individual 
means. He continues the second remark quoted above emphasising that a 
philosopher’s prompt to “Look at things like this” is not enough for such a 
change and that the “impulse towards such a change in the way things are 
perceived must come from another direction”.58 As we can see in the above 
quote, “the way things are perceived” is for Wittgenstein interwoven with the 
“way we live”. Perception (also in the form of “the way we look at the world” or 
of a “perspicuous representation”)59 is not to be approached merely as 
awareness, but also to be construed as a kind of understanding based on and at 
the same time shaping our everyday practical coping with our physical and social 
environment, with the world. And of course that is for Wittgenstein one of the 
main links between philosophy – as a (potentially) changing-aspect/life activity, 
but also as parasitic, at least to a certain extent, to everyday life – and the rest of 
human activity.60 Having highlighted some of the ethical (as social, religious, and 
political) aspects of Wittgenstein’s later phase and their connections with some 
sides of leftist thought and politics, we shall next examine them in more detail 

                                                
57. CV p. 70.  
58. ibid. As we have seen, Wittgenstein described some of the characteristics of that 
other direction with regard to religious (but also political) change, emphasising the role 
of the example and of personal initiative (see Ch. 7 p. 227-228 n. 22 above). But as he 
discusses in an other remark with regard to the issue of social coercion, even that may 
not be enough (see CV p. 95). That again suggests the interdependency of personal and 
social change and highlights how a return to a conception and practice of politics as a 
way of life, of politics as the art of shaping the life of (the man in) the polis, may 
contribute to the integration of the personal and the social, by treating the issues that our 
everyday life poses to us (and not just some abstract theoretical political questions) 
through our very everyday life and practices. And this everyday character that the 
political gets once conceived as a way of life instead of a theory gives it its practical (and 
potentially effective) character as well. 
59. “The concept of a perspicuous representation is of fundamental significance for us. It 
earmarks the form of account we give, the way we look at things. (Is this a 
‘Weltanschauung’?)”  (PI 122). 
60. Wittgenstein’s remarks quoted in the last paragraph and our discussion of them may 
be viewed as providing some further specification with regard to his remark in the 
preface of the Investigations about his wish, but also the difficulties, for his work to bring 
light within the darkness of the times. 
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focusing – from a both biographical and systematic, i.e. from a contextual, 
viewpoint – on Marx(ism).  
 
7.2 Later Wittgenstein, Marxism, and Marx: Historical Connections 
 
It has often been suggested that Wittgenstein was, by and large, an apolitical 
animal, someone who did not have a substantial interest in sociopolitical issues. 
For example we find Fania Pascal, Wittgenstein’s teacher of Russian and friend, 
holding that Wittgenstein’s reasons for wanting to visit and potentially move to 
the U.S.S.R. were more of a moral or spiritual than a socio-political nature, that 
he never showed an interest in politics, at least not publicly, and that his rarely 
expressed political opinions were rather naïve, reflecting his upbringing and 
stance as an “old-time conservative”.61 Allan Janik, who as we saw in chapters 3 
and 4 contributed to highlighting the importance of Wittgenstein’s historical 
context focusing on turn-of-the-century Vienna, reaffirms such a position. In the 
beginning of an article in which he discusses the affinities and the differences 
between the perspectives of Wittgenstein and Marx, he states that “Whatever we 
may discover about Wittgenstein in the future, it is most unlikely that we shall 
ever turn up the slightest interest in politics let alone political activism”.62 At the 
same time, George Thomson, who was a member of the same circle of Marxist 
friends of Wittgenstein as Fania Pascal, talks about Wittgenstein’s growing 
political awareness from the mid-1930s and onwards, his being kept informed 
about the current events and his sensitivity to the “evils of unemployment and 
fascism and the growing danger of war”, and his opposition to Marxism in 
theory, but support to a large extent in practice.63 Interestingly enough, Fania 
Pascal herself also talks about a profound change in Wittgenstein’s political 
opinions around the time he was planning his trip to Russia,64 while Stephen 
Toulmin, co-author with Allan Janik of Wittgenstein’s Vienna, refers to 
Wittgenstein’s “intense distaste for private property” and “extremely strong 
belief (though largely a theoretical one) in the dignity of manual labour and the 
brotherhood of men unencumbered by material possessions”, a stance that can 
hardly be characterised as apolitical.65 In any case, as we have already seen, there 

                                                
61. See Pascal (1981, p. 31, 35, 57). 
62. Janik (1985b, p. 136). 
63. See Thomson (1999). 
64. See Moran (1972, p. 89). 
65. See ibid. p. 89-90. Theodore Redpath, Wittgenstein’s student, also refers to 
Wittgenstein’s distaste for land-ownership (see Redpath (1999, p. 15-16)). Moran takes 
that to be indicative more of a Tolstoian rather than a Marxian influence and Redpath’s 
discussion of Wittgenstein’s affection for Tolstoy’s Twenty Three Tales (see Ch. 7 p. 226 n. 
18 above) may be viewed as supporting that (see Redpath (1999, p. 23)). Be that as it 
may, the polemics against private property is a unifying rather than a dividing factor 
between Marx and Tolstoy, indicative of their common adherence to communism (as a 
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are nowadays many important points within Wittgenstein scholarship, like the 
relevant pieces from biographical studies,66 that highlight not only Wittgenstein’s 
awareness of social and political matters, but also his own personal stance, 
emphasising his ties with what may broadly be described as leftist thought and 
politics. A similar connection can be viewed from a different angle, in the above-
discussed influence that Wittgenstein had on thinkers and movements such as 
von Wright, Rorty, Mouffe, and the communitarians, whose positions are to be 
found close to the left end of the political spectrum. In this light, Wittgenstein’s 
stance and connections to Marx and Marxism warrant further investigation, 
especially given the key role they played for leftist thought of the last century and 
the fact that a significant aspect of the context of later Wittgenstein’s life and 
thought, as demonstrated for example in his circle of Marxist friends, was 
Marx(ism)-related. That is an issue that some of those interested in Wittgenstein 
have started exploring for some years now, both from a biographical67 and a 
systematic point of view.68 That approach to Wittgenstein counters some earlier 
Marxist approaches that were hostile to Wittgenstein, based on a superficial 
interpretation of his philosophy as bourgeois, its early phase being conceived as a 
typical case of (logical) positivism and the later as its ordinary-language 
transformation and incarnation accompanied by a conservative descriptivism and 
relativism.69 It also counters the approaches regarding Wittgenstein as an 
apolitical, and in fact rather conservative, thinker.70 In our attempt to shed light 
on some of the connections between Wittgenstein, Marx and Marxism, we shall 
start from what seems as the most solid and promising point of departure, 
although of a rather indirect character, and that is the earlier mentioned 
importance of the Marxist economist Piero Sraffa to later Wittgenstein’s life and 
thought.   

                                                                                                                
social, opposed to an individualistic, approach to the issue of property (ownership) and 
thus as one of the long fibres connecting many of the political approaches constituting 
the family-resemblance term ‘(political) left’) and in any case, with regard to Wittgenstein, 
a substantially political affair, despite, or rather parallel to its significant ascetic (as 
religious) aspects.        
66. See for example Monk (1991, p. 342-344, 484-488), McGuinness (2002b), and von 
Wright (1995).  
67. See for example Rhees (1981, p. 219-231) and Moran (1972). 
68. Such examples of systematic approaches to the relation between Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy and Marxian and Marxist philosophy can be found in Pitkin (1973), 
Rubinstein (1981), Easton (1983), Kitching (1988), and Kitching and Pleasants (eds.) 
(2002). We should also note the long and multifarious work on Wittgenstein of the 
Marxist literary theorist Terry Eagleton and the significant influence of and interest in 
Wittgenstein’s work in the broader continental, and heavily Marx-influenced, tradition 
(e.g. Habermas and Apel in Germany, Negri, Agamben, and Virno in Italy, Bourdieu, 
Badiou, and Lyotard in France) – see also Ch. 8 p. 289 below.  
69. For examples of such approaches see Marcuse (1961) and Gellner (1959).  
70. See for example Nyiri (1982) and Bloor (1983, 2000).  
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In the previous chapter we discussed some of the aspects of Wittgenstein’s 
relation to Sraffa, emphasising the crucial role of Sraffa for the development of 
later Wittgenstein’s anthropological point of view. This crucial role is highlighted 
in the preface of the Investigations through Wittgenstein’s reference to his 
discussions with Sraffa as the main stimulus for the most important ideas 
presented in the work.71 Sraffa’s pivotal influence for the later phase of his 
thought72 calls for a comparison with other influences, as for example Russell 
and Frege, who are mentioned in the preface of the Tractatus and Ramsey, the 
other name to be mentioned as an influence together with Sraffa in the preface 
of the Investigations. While Wittgenstein is generally infamous for almost never 
citing or referring explicitly to other people’s work (something which he himself 
discusses in both prefaces), the influence of Russell and Frege on the Tractatus 
can be clearly viewed both in their common thematics, but also in Wittgenstein’s 
discussion (whether positive or negative, implicit or explicit) of views that can be 
associated with them. As we have already noted many times, the shift from the 
Frege-Russell influenced early phase of his thought to the Ramsey-Sraffa 
influenced culmination of the later phase of his thought in the Investigations, may 
be viewed as a shift from a logical to an anthropological point of view. Ramsey’s 
role in that shift is an interesting matter on its own, but for our purposes what is 
most important is, first, that Wittgenstein privileges Sraffa over Ramsey with 
regard to their importance of their influence on him (both in the preface of the 
Investigations and in the 1931 remark about his influences). Second, for 
Wittgenstein:  
 

Ramsey was a bourgeois thinker. I.e. he thought with the aim of clearing up the 
affairs of some particular community. He did not reflect on the essence of the 
state – or at least he did not like doing so – but on how this state might 
reasonable be organized. The idea that this state might not be the only possible 
one partly disquieted him and partly bored him. He wanted to get down as 
quickly as possible to reflecting on the foundations – of this state. This was 
what he was good at and what really interested him; whereas real philosophical 
reflection disquieted him until he put its result (if it had one) on one side as 
trivial.73  
 

And it is interesting to compare the characterisation of Ramsey as a bourgeois 
thinker and the specific description of bourgeois that Wittgenstein provides to 
both the attitude of the active Marxist Sraffa and to the potentially radical (as 

                                                
71. See Ch. 6 p. 182, 202 above. 
72. See also CV p. 16 where Wittgenstein in 1931 mentions, most probably in 
chronological order, Boltzmann, Hertz, Schopenhauer, Frege, Russell, Kraus, Loos, 
Weininger, Spengler, and Sraffa as his main influences. Note that Wittgenstein first wrote 
“Frege, Russell, Spengler, Sraffa” and the rest of the names were added later (see ibid. p. 
101 n. 8).  
73. ibid. p. 24.  
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non-bourgeois) character that “real philosophical reflection” has for 
Wittgenstein. Third, Ramsey’s interaction with Wittgenstein seems to be shorter 
and of a different character than Sraffa’s. Wittgenstein was in contact with 
Ramsey since the early 20s about the translation of the Tractatus, and then had 
many discussions with Ramsey criticising certain aspects of it, but as 
Wittgenstein states in the preface of the Investigations, it was the discussions they 
had in the last two years of Ramsey’s life that were influential for him – and the 
mention of two years is probably a mistake, since Wittgenstein moved to 
Cambridge in January of 1929 and Ramsey died in January of 1930. With Sraffa 
things are quite different, since Wittgenstein met him upon his return to 
Cambridge and they remained friends until the end of Wittgenstein’s life. Still, 
their “official” intellectual relationship, so to speak, was somewhat shorter, since 
at some point in the mid-40s Sraffa decided to put an end to their frequent and 
regular (since 1930) conversations. In any case, Sraffa’s radical influence on 
Wittgenstein, providing some of the “positive” (as social and anthropological) 
characteristics of his later perspective was much lengthier and wider compared to 
the shorter and narrower, “negative” (as concerned with the criticism of specific 
aspects of the Tractatus) and bourgeois influence of Ramsey. Despite the 
significant place of Sraffa in Wittgenstein’s later life and thought few things are 
known about the exact contents of their regular conversations over the years. 
Nevertheless, a number of works have investigated the relation between the lives 
and thoughts of Sraffa and Wittgenstein (often in relation also to Gramsci, a 
significant friend and influence of Sraffa and one of the pivotal figures of 
Western Marxism),74 while an important contribution has recently been made 
through the publication of a number of letters from Wittgenstein to Sraffa and 
notes of Sraffa given to Wittgenstein based on their discussions.75 While in that 
material we can see Wittgenstein and Sraffa discussing scientism, Spengler, 
politics, language and rules, (cultural) relativism, commonality and difference 
with regard to (historical) change, physiognomy, phenomenology, and 
(purported) “national” characteristics among many other things, the notes are 
still few and short, and rather scattered and fragmented, lacking any clues 
regarding the context of the broader conversation, while most of the letters are 
of a personal character.  
 
One of the things that are made clear from the letters is Wittgenstein’s 
impression that Sraffa’s attitude in their discussions is rather dispassionate, since 
we see Wittgenstein “accusing” him of showing boredom or contempt and of 
getting disinterested and tired already from the mid-30s, a situation gradually 
worsening until the mid-40s.76 This may be viewed as another aspect of what 

                                                
74. See for example Sen (2003), Davis (1988, 2002a, 2002b), Sharpe (2002), and Marion 
(2005). 
75. See WCLD. 
76. See ibid. p. 249, 301, 338, 372, 389, 416. 
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Sraffa had mentioned about his discussions with Wittgenstein, namely, that the 
point which he (Sraffa) was trying to make was “rather obvious”,77 the same 
point that Wittgenstein described (and we discussed in the previous chapter) as 
an anthropological way of looking at things. It may have been a rather obvious 
point for the Marxist Sraffa, but the discussions with Sraffa had a profound 
effect on Wittgenstein, as they made him feel “like a tree from which all 
branches had been cut”.78 Amartya Sen, who was a student and friend of Sraffa, 
connects that with Gramsci’s critique of Russell’s79 thoughts about the existence 
of spatial relations (like North-South, or East-West) independent of the 
existence of any human beings,80 a position that can be viewed as a fundamental 
rejection of the anthropological viewpoint and to which Gramsci objects, since 
“without thinking of the existence of man, one cannot think of ‘thinking’, one 
cannot think of any fact or relationship that exists only insofar as man exists”.81 
This is indeed an illustrative example of how an anthropological perspective 
differs from a logical one – the viewpoint sub specie humanitatis from the viewpoint 
sub specie aeternitatis – and it is from such an angle that we can make sense of how 
that which is a basic assumption and obvious point for the Marxist Sraffa strikes 
Wittgenstein, who was initially philosophically brought up by Russell, as a 
revelation.82 The anthropological perspective is a basic presupposition of 
Marxian (i.e. Marx’s own) and Marxist (i.e. Marx’s followers’) thought, as we 
have seen in our discussion of the broader anthropological tradition in the 
previous chapter, and while it is in fact more prominent in the early 
“philosophical” and humanistic phase of Marx’s thought (and in the early Marx-
influenced tradition of humanist Marxism), it is still in the picture in his later 
economocentric, “scientific” phase, since later Marx’s “scientific” analysis and 
dialectics is not an end in itself, but serves as a means to his constant ultimate 
goal, namely, human emancipation. And Wittgenstein’s anthropological 
perspective is indeed a distinctive characteristic of his later phase, especially 
considering the almost total absence of the human subject within the Tractarian 
system and its conception as disengaged from the constitutive aspects of the 
relation between language and the world, approached only metaphysically (the 
metaphysical subject) as their limit or condition.  

                                                
77. See Sen (2003, p. 1243). 
78. Von Wright (1982, p. 28). 
79. See Sen (2003, p. 1245). 
80. See Russell (1997, p. 97-98). 
81. Gramsci (2007, p. 176). 
82. Similar cases of an asymmetry of traditions, in the sense of an interaction between 
thinkers raised within different traditions in which what the one (who criticises (parts of) 
his own tradition) takes as noteworthy, interesting, innovative, etc., the other treats as 
obvious, trivial, etc., can be discerned between Foucault and Bourdieu on the one side 
and Kuhn on the other (see Ch. 2 p. 32-33 n. 28 above) and between Bernstein and 
Rorty (see Bernstein (2008, p. 24)).  
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Wittgenstein’s later treatment of the relation between language and the world as 
a matter of social practices does not just highlight the constitutive role of the 
human factor for that relation. More importantly, it is characteristic of later 
Wittgenstein’s social perspective, and that is another shared feature between later 
Wittgenstein’s and Marxian and Marxist thought.83 It is a social perspective 
(discussing societies, communities, and tribes, and customs, institutions, and 
practices) that is opposed to the individualist (as solipsist, even if it coincides 
with a realist) point of view of the Tractatus, and characterises the whole range of 
Wittgenstein’s later reflection, even in fields that are taken to be far-removed 
from such an approach, like logic and mathematics. Regarding that last point, 
consider for example Wittgenstein’s remark circa 1937-1938 on rationality, 
(social) regularity, and inference:  
 

And I say further that the line between what we include in ‘thinking’ and what 
we no longer include in ‘thinking’ is no more a hard and fast one than the line 
between what is still and what is no longer called ‘regularity’. Nevertheless the 
laws of inference can be said to compel us; in the same sense, that is to say, as 
other laws in human society. The clerk who infers as in (17) must do it like that; 
he would be punished if he inferred differently. If you draw different 
conclusions you do indeed get into conflict, e.g. with society; and also with 
other practical consequences.84   

 
It is in this light that Wittgenstein’s later philosophy may be viewed as a kind of 
social philosophy, not in the sense of a normative social theory, but as 
investigations on humans as social beings and their social doings and sayings. As 
an inquiry on the various modes of the social human being and on the 
characteristics, conditions, and possibilities of the human form(s) of life, 
occupied with phenomena of human coexistence (language, mathematics, 
knowledge, mind/consciousness, religion, ethics, etc.) and approached always 
from within an always-at-stake (i.e. contingent) ‘we’ rather than from a 
transcendental ‘I’. The adoption of a social over an individualist point of view 

                                                
83. Marx’s broader social perspective is characteristic of almost all his specific positions 
developed within the different phases of his thought and the different contexts and 
domains with which he is engaged. Two indicative examples are found in Marx’s thesis 
that the human essence is not something abstract and inherent in each single individual, 
but rather the ensemble of the social relations (see Marx (1994a, Thesis 6 p. 100)) and in 
his commitment to the idea that “It is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness” Marx 
(1994b, p. 211). Lukacs (1971) constitutes an interesting and quite influential example, 
especially for the tradition of humanist Marxism, of a work in which the inherently social 
character of Marx’s philosophy is emphasised, as opposed to the individualist bourgeois 
philosophies of the subject which it criticises, with Marxism being construed more as a 
method than as a set of theses and with an emphasis on the notion of praxis. 
84. RFM Part I 116, p. 80-81.  
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not only leads to a specific family of philosophical approaches and positions, but 
also to a certain family of political ones, being indicative of a certain stance with 
regard to the inherently political issue of human coexistence. In other words, the 
(Marxist) anthropological and social viewpoint that Sraffa mediates to 
Wittgenstein in the 1930s, is not politically neutral. It is not coincidental that 
most political stances on the left end of the political spectrum (Marxism being a 
prominent example) usually prioritise the social over the individual – that does 
not mean of course that individual freedom and fulfillment cease to be a goal, 
but that this goal can only be fully achieved through social/collective means and 
that it is constitutively a social matter.85 At the same time, the positions on the 
right end of the political spectrum usually prioritise the individual over the 
social,86 a characteristic example being (neo-)liberalism and its philosophical and 
political counterparts, as demonstrated for example in the stances of Friedrich 
Hayek and Margaret Thatcher.87 In any case, there is a deep social element in 

                                                
85. Such an approach is crystallised in the widely used political slogan, usually attributed 
originally to Martin Luther King, “none of us are free until all of us are free”. 
86. The qualificatory use of ‘usually’ is for both cases important, since there are 
significant exceptions, such as the individualist anarchism of Max Stirner, and the 
German and Italian national socialism and fascism of the first half of the 20th century. 
Still we should note that even Stirner discerns the need for a “union of egoists” (as a 
form of social organisation) in his The Ego and its Own, and we should question whether 
the social aspect in German and Italian fascism is indeed a constitutive part of them, 
since the main political subject and actor is the individual supreme leader, the dictator, 
rather than (the nationalistically conceived) society which is supposedly represented, but 
actually being led. 
87. The individualist character of neo-liberalism is clearly encapsulated in Thatcher’s 
(in)famous proclamation in a 1987 interview in Woman’s Own that “there is no such thing 
as society”. There have been some attempts to defend the comment, according to which 
once the comment is taken into context it is to be viewed not as a demonstration of an 
uncritical individualism, but as an (allegedly Hayekian) opposition to abstract concepts, 
like society, and as demonstrative of some kind of a non-essentialist conception of the 
social (see for example Steele (2009)). Nevertheless, the very context of the previous 
comment reinforces rather than diminishes the profound individualist connotations of 
the comment: “[…] who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual men and 
women and there are families and no government can do anything except through 
people and people look to themselves first” (see http://www.margaretthatcher.org/ 
document/106689 (last access: November 2011)). While indeed we can say that there is 
no such (single, homogenous, essential, etc.) thing as society, as we can treat the concept 
of (a homogenous) society as being dissolved into a multifarious network of dynamic 
social relations, practices, discourses, and groups, for Thatcher society explicitly does not 
break down to that social family-resemblance account, but to individuals, as non-social 
(in the sense of not socially constituted) entities (as atoms), and their families, as the only 
acknowledged social relation. In any case the prioritisation of the individual over the 
social in (neo-)liberalism is hard to deny, while we should also note, with regard to the 
influence of Hayek’s philosophy on Thatcher’s politics, that the latter once referred to 
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Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, allowing us to draw certain connections with 
some of Marx’s positions, as we will see later in this chapter.88 And while Sraffa 
may have been the main channel for an influence of such a kind, he was not the 
only one, being part of the broader historical and intellectual Marxist context of 
Wittgenstein’s later life and thought. 
 

                                                                                                                
the former’s The Constitution of Liberty, waving one of its copies as what she believed in 
(see Griffiths (2010, p. 72)). 
88. Note also that it is exactly this thoroughly social character of Wittgenstein’s later 
philosophy that prompts readers like Bloor, Nyiri, and Gellner to approach Wittgenstein 
as a conservative thinker, discerning in it characteristics of a conservative descriptivism 
(as a commitment to the sacrosanctity of our existing practices and forms of life) and 
relativism. Our approach to later Wittgenstein as presented in the previous and the 
current chapter hopefully makes clear why such approaches should be treated as based 
on a misinterpretation of Wittgenstein’s views. The relevant historical and biographical 
material about Wittgenstein’s later life and thought also speaks in favour of that, being 
highlighted in this section as largely a Marx(ist)-centred one. From the above mentioned 
“conservative readers” of Wittgenstein it is only Nyiri who takes into account the 
historical context, but even in his case there are certain important flaws. For example, he 
refers, via Engelmann’s account, to early Wittgenstein’s “loyalty towards all legitimate 
authority, whether religious or social” and holds that “revolutionary convictions of 
whatever kind appeared to him throughout his life simply as ‘immoral’” (see Engelmann 
(1967, p. 121) and Nyiri (1982, p. 48)), while he relates Wittgenstein’s purported 
conservatism to “the heyday and collapse of Austrian and German neo-conservatism 
between 1927 and 1933” (ibid. p. 54). With regard to that, we should note that both of 
Nyiri’s historical connections concern the early and the middle phase of Wittgenstein’s 
life and thought. Thus, they do not cover his more mature phase, and thereby can be 
viewed as calling attention to one more aspect of the shift of Wittgenstein’s views from 
his early to his later phase. Despite Engelmann’s proclamation that what he says applies 
to Wittgenstein “throughout his life”, the period that their friendship was really a close 
one was mainly between the years 1916 and 1929. As for the period that Nyiri mentions 
in relation to Austrian and German neo-conservatism (1927-33), for a large part of it 
(after the beginning of 1929) Wittgenstein was in Cambridge, and as we see in the 
current section, his interaction and sympathies with Marxism were growing over time. 
We also should not forget that during that period Wittgenstein’s main intellectual 
interlocutors in Austria were neither the ‘Engelmann-circle’ (Kraus, Loos, etc.), with 
whom Wittgenstein was close in the last years and aftermath of World War I, nor any of 
the figures that Nyiri mentions with regard to Austrian and German neo-conservatism – 
there being no biographical or historical information connecting them to Wittgenstein, 
apart from Spengler’s works which were indeed familiar to and influential on him – but 
some of the members of the Vienna Circle (see Ch. 6 p. 179-180 above). In any case, 
while indeed we can discern in Wittgenstein a kind of cultural pessimism like in the cases 
of the neo-conservatives that Nyiri discusses, cultural pessimism is not a homogenous 
stance, as we have already pointed out, and thus it is not necessarily conservative, since it 
may be and actually is a characteristic of many stances on the left end of the political 
spectrum as well (see also Ch. 4 p. 123 above and Ch. 8 p. 287-288 below).  
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Besides Sraffa, many of Wittgenstein’s closest friends in the later phase of his life 
(i.e. during the 1930s and 1940s) were Marxists or at least familiar with and 
sympathetic to Marx’s ideas. By the middle of the 30s, Marxism, in its different 
variants, had developed into one of the most influential, if not the most 
influential, intellectual movements in the University of Cambridge. To a 
significant degree, that was due to the efforts of the Marxist economist Maurice 
Dobb who was member of the communist party, lecturer at the University of 
Cambridge, and co-founder of the Cambridge Communist Party.89 Wittgenstein 
lodged with Dobb when he first returned to Cambridge in 192990 and remained 
friends with him; in fact, Dobb was one of the members of Wittgenstein’s circle 
of Marxist academic and intellectual friends in Cambridge. In this same circle we 
can also find: the classicist and linguist Nikolai Bakhtin who had fought on the 
White side during the Russian Civil War but later embraced Marxism, brother of 
the renowned literary theorist Mikhail, and mentioned, although not by name, in 
the preface of the Investigations;91 the Marxist classicist George Thompson, whose 
pioneering work was based on an approach to Greek philosophy and drama 
from a Marxist perspective; and Fania Pascal, Wittgenstein’s teacher of Russian, 
and her husband Roy, an active member of the communist party, who was also 
responsible for the English edition of the first and third part of Marx’s The 
German Ideology and of the Theses on Feuerbach in 1939. While Bakhtin, Thomson, 
and the Pascals had moved to Birmingham by the end of the 30s, Wittgenstein 
remained a frequent visitor and guest.92 Note also that Wittgenstein was involved 
not only with the senior Marxists academics, such as the above, but also with the 
younger generation, since many of Wittgenstein’s pupils, like Julian Bell, David 
Hayden-Guest, John Cornford, and Maurice Cornforth, became important 
figures in the communist movements of the era – which should not come as a 
surprise, considering the significant influence at that time of the Marxist ideas on 
the various Cambridge student circles, for example the Apostles.93 Further, we 
should not forget that Wittgenstein’s very close friend Francis Skinner, with 
whom he had planned the trip to U.S.S.R. in 1935, was also quite sympathetic to 
the communist ideals, and of course that Rush Rhees, one of Wittgenstein’s 

                                                
89. See Monk (1991, p. 348). 
90. See ibid.  p. 272 and WCLD, p. 6. 
91. Wittgenstein in the preface of the Investigations refers to the occasion he had to read 
the Tractatus again together with someone (see PI Preface p. x), and that someone was 
Nikolai Bakhtin (see Ch. 6 p. 186 above). Wittgenstein in the published version of the 
preface suggests that this took place in 1941, but it is more probable that the actual year 
was 1943, without the latter date being totally unproblematic either (see Baker and 
Hacker (2005a, p. 35)). 
92. See Monk (1991, p. 343, 347-348, 412-413), McGuinness (2002b, p. 46), WCLD p. 
239, 258-9, Rhees (ed.) (1981, p. viii, 26-62), and Thomson (1999). See also Eagleton 
(1982). 
93. See Monk (1991, p. 348), McGuinness (2002d, p. 6), and WCLD p. 7-8.  
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literary executors and a very close student and friend, with whom he often had 
discussions of a political nature and who as we saw was at one point very close 
to Trotskyism.94 What should have been made clear by now is that the context in 
which the later phase of Wittgenstein’s thought was developed has a weighty and 
lengthy Marxist aspect and that is a crucial difference compared to the context of 
early Wittgenstein’s life and thought, both with regard to its modernist (mainly 
Viennese) components (the relation with Kraus, Loos, Engelmann, etc.) and the 
logicist (mainly Cambridge-related) ones (the relation with Russell, Moore, Frege, 
etc.). The crucial difference may also be discerned in Wittgenstein’s varying 
stances with regard to World War I and World War II respectively, the two 
major historical events lying at the centre of each of his phases of personal and 
intellectual development.  
 
As we saw in our two biographical sketches of Wittgenstein and with regard to 
the two World Wars, Wittgenstein did not stop working on the Tractatus during 
World War I and on the Investigations during World War II, both works taking a 
significant new direction during those years. Consider for example the turn of 
emphasis from the logical to the ethical concerns in the Tractatus after 191695 and 
Wittgenstein’s increasing interest in the philosophy of psychology and the 
respective focusing of his writings on the relevant topics after 1942-3 with regard 
to the Investigations.96 Thus, although neither of the works discusses issues related 
to the war(s) in a direct and explicit way, both works may be viewed as war 
books, in the sense of works that were shaped by and constituted responses to 
their war context.97 But what is most interesting for our purposes is 
Wittgenstein’s personal stance towards each of the two World Wars, and once 
we start examining them, we shall see that there are significant differences 
between them. With regard to World War I, we saw that after its breakout 
Wittgenstein volunteered for the Austrian army, although he was initially 
exempted on medical grounds. Although the move seems to have been based 
more on personal reasons (to come “eye to eye with death”, to meet an ethical 
and intellectual life-changing challenge aiming in personal self-improvement) 
rather than nationalist ones,98 it is still indicative of a rather stereotypical socio-
political view, as we can see for example in Wittgenstein’s remarks about the 
German and the English “race”.99 And we should not forget that at the same 

                                                
94. See Ch. 7 p. 230 above.  
95. See Ch. 3 p. 76-78 above. 
96. See Ch. 6 p. 186-188 above. 
97. See for example Perloff (1996, p. 25-48) for an approach to the Tractatus as a war 
work, and Read (2010), for a similar approach to the Investigations, focusing mainly on the 
so-called “private language argument”. 
98. See Ch. 3 p. 76 above. 
99. “[…] I feel the terrible sadness of our – the German race’s – situation. The English – 
the best race in the world – cannot lose […] The thought that our race will be defeated 
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time that Wittgenstein was actively involved in the warfare on the front, Russell 
was imprisoned for his pacifist stance. A stance towards which Wittgenstein did 
not appear to be so sympathetic, as we can see in his comment from the 1920s 
about Russell’s attempt to establish a ‘World Organisation for Peace and 
Freedom’, that he would rather prefer a ‘World Organisation for War and 
Slavery’.100 Wittgenstein’s stance towards World War II was quite different, as 
could be expected if we take into account that in the aftermath of the Anschluss 
of Austria by Germany he decided to remain in England and to take on British 
citizenship (in 1939), and that when he was finally directly engaged with war-
related activities (in November 1941), it was not at the front as in World War I, 
but at Guy’s Hospital in London.101 The most striking characteristic of 
Wittgenstein’s stance, especially in the early years of the war, is that it largely 
coincides with the line of the British Communist Party, which in turn follows the 
official Soviet line as determined by Stalin’s regime. And it is striking because 
that stance, namely revolutionary defeatism – first made prominent by Lenin in 
World War I as a quasi-pacifist approach to the war from a class-based rather 
than a nation-based perspective and which in the case of the World War II (until 
the German invasion in Russia) resulted in keeping equal distances or exhibiting 
an equal opposition to both fascism and capitalism –102 was highly controversial 
at the time, not just among the non-communist Left, but also within the Soviet 
and Western communist parties themselves, especially after the Hitler-Stalin pact 

                                                                                                                
depresses me tremendously, because I am German through and through” (a remark of 
Wittgenstein in October 1914 quoted in Monk (1991, p. 113-114)).  
100. See Monk (1991, p. 211). Yet, Wittgenstein’s above comment may also be 
understood not so much as a repudiation of the goals of peace and freedom, but as 
skeptical or ironic towards the idea that such political organisations can (and really want 
to) in fact achieve the goals they claim to strive for. Pointing in this direction are 
Wittgenstein’s later remarks about the reasons for the failure of the League of Nations as 
being first a matter of why “wolves eat lambs” (see Drury (1981b, p. 131)) and about the 
issue of the atomic bomb, where although the people publicly opposed to the bomb 
were for Wittgenstein “philistines” and “the dregs of intelligentsia”, still that was not 
enough to prove that “what they abominate is to be welcomed” (CV p. 55-56).   
101. See Ch. 6 p. 186-187 above. 
102. It would be interesting to compare that stance of Wittgenstein’s not only with his 
own stance to World War I, but also with Russell’s, especially his kind of pacifism, but 
this comparison must be left for another occasion. Note only that Wittgenstein’s relation 
to the issue of pacifism is quite complex, as we see him for example on the one hand 
advising Drury before the latter embarked for D-Day that “If it ever happens that you 
get mixed up in hand to hand fighting, you must just stand aside and let yourself be 
massacred” and, on the other hand, commenting, some time later and again to Drury, 
that “Heavy artillery is a marvelous sound; there is nothing quite like it” (Drury (1981b, 
p. 163)).      



Chapter 7. Later Wittgenstein in context: the political Wittgenstein 

  

247 

in 1939.103 Wittgenstein’s revolutionary defeatism may be discerned already in his 
remarks in relation to the Chamberlain Government and the Munich Pact,104 but 
is made most prominent in his only public political statement known so far105 
through his support to the Students’ Convention held at Cambridge in 
November 1940.106 Wittgenstein was one of the three Cambridge professors on 
the list of the supporters of the convention, while on the same list we also find 
the name of Wittgenstein’s friend Maurice Dobb.107 The Students’ Convention 
in Cambridge was one in a series of many held around Britain in the years 1940 
and 1941 that were putting forward a revolutionary defeatist agenda. The series 
culminated in the People’s Convention held in London in January 1941, which 
called for an improvement in the living standards and the air-raid shelters, the 
restoration of the democratic, civil, and trade union rights, the use of emergency 
powers to take over banks, services, and the means of production, and the 
establishment of a friendship with the Soviet Union, of a people’s government, 
and of a people’s peace that would allow for the self-determination of the people 
of all countries. The Students’ Convention in Cambridge became an object of 
heavy opposition and criticism, as later with the People’s Convention, and as 
McGuinness suggests, that may well be a reason for Wittgenstein’s sympathy and 
support,108 but of course there would also be some general sympathy, to say the 
least, for the movement’s particular political objectives. In any case, the invasion 
of the Soviet Union by Germany in the summer of 1941 prompted a change in 
the stance of Russia and many of those communist parties in the rest of the 
world (including the British Communist Party) that were following its line, and 
we can see that change reflected also in Wittgenstein’s stance, since it was only 
after the invasion of the U.S.S.R. that he actually took up some war-related work.  
 
Another aspect of Wittgenstein’s differentiated stance towards World War II (in 
comparison to his stance to World War I) is demonstrated in two characteristic 
incidents regarding nationalism that took place around the beginning of World 
War II. The first had to do with the breakdown of his close, ten-year-long 

                                                
103. A characteristic example is The Betrayal of the Left, a 1941 book with articles mainly by 
Victor Gollancz, but also by George Orwell and others, that are deeply critical of the 
British Communist Party’s revolutionary defeatism and in particular of the form it took 
in the People’s Convention (discussed below). 
104. See McGuinness (2002b, p. 46-47) and Monk (1991, p. 399). 
105. Albeit the only public (i.e. exceeding the circle of friends and students) political 
statement of Wittgenstein, it is still enough to show that Janik’s claim that “Whatever we 
may discover about Wittgenstein in the future, it is most unlikely that we shall ever turn 
up the slightest interest in politics let alone political activism” was way too strong (see 
Ch. 7 p. 236 above). 
106. See McGuinness (2002b, p. 46-52). 
107. See Ch. 7 p. 244 above.  
108. See McGuinness (2002b, p. 49). 
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friendship with Gilbert Pattisson,109 due, according to Monk, to some 
chauvinistic characteristics that Wittgenstein discerned in Pattisson’s stance.110 
And around the same time – a time in which nationalism was rising as the war 
was approaching –111 something similar happened with his friendship with his 
student Norman Malcolm, after Malcolm’s remark that an instigation of an 
attempt to assassinate Hitler with a bomb, for which the German government 
was accusing the British government, was incompatible with the British “national 
character”.112 The remark made Wittgenstein extremely angry and although the 
estrangement that this rift caused was overcome after some months, 
Wittgenstein did not forget the incident, as we see in a letter he sent to Malcolm 
in 1944 (that is 5 years after their clash) in which he explains that he considered 
the remark and the use of the phrase “national character” an indication that 
Malcolm had not learned anything from the philosophical training he was trying 
to give him: 
 

I then thought: what is the use of studying philosophy if all that it does for you 
is to enable you to talk with some plausibility about some abstruse questions of 
logic, etc., and if it does not improve your thinking about the important 
questions of everyday life, if it does not make you more conscientious than any 
[…] journalist in the use of the DANGEROUS phrases such people use for 
their own ends.113  

 
Both the above incidents suggest a significant change in Wittgenstein’s approach 
to the issue of nationalism, or rather of the nation-based discourse and 
perspective, as the same Wittgenstein that we saw above discussing in 1914 the 
British as “the best race in the world” and himself as belonging to the German 
race “through and through”114 twenty-five years later exhibits a hostile attitude to 
the “primitive”115 uncritical generalisations that such nation (race, etc.) oriented 
approaches are prone to. Moreover, the above quote from Wittgenstein’s letter 
once again highlights the way he sees philosophising and everyday life as 
interrelated, approaching philosophy as a life-shaping enterprise. But it also 
highlights one more point in which we may see some of the political 
ramifications of Wittgenstein’s philosophical views and thus an aspect of the 
interrelation between Wittgenstein’s philosophical and life stance. Although 
Wittgenstein does not explicitly refer to it, it is not difficult to imagine that a 
                                                
109. See Monk (1991, p. 265-267). 
110. See ibid. p. 424. 
111. A rise of nationalism in England that was demonstrated in the content of the movie 
newsreels of the time and in the playing of the national anthem at the end of the film, 
things that angered the cinephile Wittgenstein (see ibid. p. 423-424).    
112. See Malcolm (2001, p. 30). 
113. ibid. p. 93.  
114. See Ch. 7 p. 245-246 n. 99 above. 
115. See Malcolm (2001, p. 93). 
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relevant part of his later philosophical views that made Malcolm’s uncritical 
employment of the concept of ‘national character’ to seem “primitive” to him is 
his resolute anti-essentialism, as exemplified in the early 30s in his discussion of 
dogmatism and prototypes in relation to Weininger and later on in his 
conception of the family-resemblance relations. It is a stance that intends to 
expose the potentially dangerous, illusory, and essentialist character of phrases 
like “national character” that are used to postulate the existence of a single, 
universal, unchanging feature or set of features (that must be) shared by all the 
members of a certain nation, resulting in a situation where essentialism actually 
provides the foundations for nationalism, with the ‘national’ (or ‘race’, ‘ethnicity’, 
etc.) being conceived as some kind of a (supreme) essence.116 
 
As we just saw, Wittgenstein’s stance towards the war was parallel, for a certain 
period at least, to that of the Stalin-influenced British communist party and that 
may well be one of the reasons that some of his students regarded him as a 
“Stalinist”.117 While this characterisation may be quite hyperbolic, it is true that 
we can discern in some of Wittgenstein’s views of the time, if not support, then 
certainly some goodwill towards the Stalinist regime. For example, in a 
discussion with Drury in 1939 we find Wittgenstein referring to the 
understanding of the dangers and problems that Stalin had to deal with as a 
potential reply to those accusing Stalin of having betrayed the Russian 
Revolution,118 while Rhees recollects, with regard to Wittgenstein’s views on the 
nature of the Stalinist regime, that (mass) unemployment made Wittgenstein feel 
indignant, while “tyranny” did not.119 In addition, it seems that he admired in 
Stalin, like in Lenin, the will and ability to be businesslike, to get something 
done,120 while Rhees, who from the mid-30s was close to Trotskyism and thus a 
fierce anti-Stalinist, mentions that he used to disagree with Wittgenstein’s 
judgments on Russia because he loathed Stalin(ism).121 Regarding that, note that 

                                                
116. This resolute anti-essentialism of later Wittgenstein contrasts in an interesting way 
with his remarks from the early 30s on “Jewishness” which even if not construed as a 
demonstration of anti-semitism (as self-hatred) – and at the same time of an essentialist 
approach as well – still cannot be treated as anything more than very rough exercises for 
an anti-essentialist approach which had not yet been fully developed and matured (see 
Ch. 6. p. 184 n. 38 above). With regard to Wittgenstein’s relation to anti-semitism, see 
also Rhees’ remark that evidence of anti-semitism in Soviet Union would have shocked 
him, as he believed that the economic and social changes there had made it vanish (see 
Moran (1972, p. 94-95)). That not only suggests that later Wittgenstein approached anti-
semitism as an economic and social phenomenon, but also that he took its (purported) 
dissolution as one of the achievements of the Soviet regime.        
117. See Moran (1972, p. 92-94) and Monk (1991, p. 354).   
118. See Drury (1981b, p. 158). 
119. See Rhees (1981, p. 226). 
120. See ibid. p. 224-5 and Drury (1981b, p. 158). 
121. See Moran (1972, p. 94). 



Chapter 7. Later Wittgenstein in context: the political Wittgenstein  

 

250 

Wittgenstein’s reply (around 1945) to Rhees’ remark that the bureaucratic 
character of the Soviet regime was bringing in (or had already created) class 
distinctions, was: “If anything could destroy my sympathy with the Russian 
regime, it would be the growth of class distinctions”.122 In the above quote we 
not only see Wittgenstein’s emphatic embracement of one of the basic Marxist 
principles and goals, viz. the disappearance of class distinctions, but also, as its 
hypothetical and not assertive tone implies,123 his reluctance to (fully) embrace 
Rhees’ negative view of Stalinist Russia. Still, that is not to suggest that 
Wittgenstein was totally blind to the dark aspects of Stalin’s administration and 
this is made prominent mainly in his two personal experiences with the Soviet 
regime. His reception during his visit to Russia in 1935 was quite warm and 
respectful, being recognised as the “great Wittgenstein” and being offered 
teaching positions in Soviet universities,124 and that says a lot about his 
philosophical, as well as his “political”, reputation, especially if we consider that 
this was in a time that Stalin’s Purges had already started and that he was not a 
member of any communist party. But despite that and although he was 
considering the option of accepting the offer to move and to teach in the Soviet 
Union for about two years after the visit, the life of the people in the Soviet 
Union of that period did not make the best of impressions on him, as he 
compared it to being a private in the army, with petty dishonesty being necessary 
even for survival.125 And later on, as Friedrich Hayek reports, the encounter that 
Wittgenstein had in the late 40s with the Russian army of occupation in one of 
his few visits to Vienna since the end of the war led him to a certain kind of 
disillusionment, although Hayek does not provide any further information about 
which specific “illusions” of Wittgenstein’s were destroyed.126 If we take into 
account that the above incident had to do with Wittgenstein’s interaction with 
the Soviet army as an occupation force in a foreign land, it is probable that these 

                                                
122. Rhees (1981, p. 231 n. 3, my emphasis). In a letter to Moran, Rhees recollects: “He 
said to me once (about 1945) that if there really were class distinctions being established 
there, he would no longer feel disposed to Russia as he was” (Moran (1972, p. 94), 
emphasis in the original). 
123. Rhees’s emphasis on Wittgenstein’s use of ‘if’, as seen in the previous note, points in 
the same direction. 
124. See Monk (1991, p. 351-352) and Moran (1972, p. 90-92). 
125. Yet, with the exception of the above instance, Wittgenstein remained almost 
completely silent about his impressions of the visit, since he did not want his name and 
any negative impressions to be used for anti-Soviet propaganda (see Monk (1991, p. 
353)). 
126. See Hayek (1999, p. 129), Monk (1991, p. 518), and Moran (1972, p. 92). Hayek, 
who was a third cousin of Wittgenstein, refers also to their commonly acknowledged 
disagreement in political views (see Hayek (1999, p. 128)) and this may be viewed as 
another illustration of how Wittgenstein’s social perspective is opposed to Hayek’s 
individualist one at a philosophical as well as at a political level (see Ch. 7 p. 242-243 n. 
87 above). 
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“illusions” were more about the ethos of the soviet soldiers and less about the 
internal political and social organisation of the Soviet Union. An ethos which 
was demonstrated in the rough treatment of the locals by the Soviet occupation 
army in Vienna127 and was most probably not the one that Wittgenstein was 
expecting, as he seemed to believe that the economic and social changes in the 
U.S.S.R. had also led to an ethical transformation of the people.128  
 
In any case, it is quite difficult to discern whether Wittgenstein’s goodwill 
towards Stalinist U.S.S.R. was indeed more an expression of Stalinism rather 
than the outcome of his long and strong faith in the form of life that the 
communist Russia represented for him. What is in fact clear is that 
Wittgenstein’s later biographical and historical context was largely a Marxist-
centred one, and one of the most interesting questions is how that relates to and 
reflects in his later philosophy, a question which we shall address in the next 
section. But before we do so, two more points of a historical character are in 
order. First, while it seems that Wittgenstein’s social and political awareness 
increased from the (mid-)30s and onwards, parallel to the development of a 
leftist political perspective,129 this does not mean that these characteristics were 
non-existent prior to that time. For example, Bartley in his work regarding 
Wittgenstein in the 20s – the decade of his philosophical absence – discusses 
Wittgenstein’s teacher training and career in relation to the Austrian school 
                                                
127. See Monk (1991, p. 517-518). 
128. We should still note that in the final stages of the war, Wittgenstein was already 
sickened by the atrocities of both the Axis and the Allies (see ibid. p. 479-482)), a stance 
which can be viewed as a continuation of his revolutionary defeatism in the war’s early 
stages, and the “darkness of the times” to which he refers in the published preface of the 
Investigations (written in 1945) was certainly connected to those demonstrations of 
inhumanity. As he characteristically put it: “Things will be terrible when the war is over, 
whoever wins. Of course, very terrible if the Nazis won, but terribly slimy if the Allies 
win” McGuinness (2002b, p. 51). 
129. Despite its vagueness and generality, or actually because of that, the term ‘leftist’ is 
more appropriate for describing later Wittgenstein’s general sociopolitical stance, rather 
than a more specific, but at the same time more delimiting, determination such as 
communist, socialist, etc. His exact socio-political stance is difficult to pinpoint and this 
is not surprising, considering his resistance to categorisations. For example, despite the 
parallels we saw between Wittgenstein’s stance and that of the British communist party 
in the early 40s, in the elections that took place after the end of the war Wittgenstein did 
not vote for it, but for the Labour party, and he strongly urged his friends to do the 
same. That should be conceived as a kind of a “businesslike” movement, since for him 
the important thing at that time was to get rid of Churchill (see Monk (1991, p. 480)). 
Furthermore, apart from his own belief that a philosopher is not a citizen of any 
community of ideas (see Ch. 7 p. 230 above), there are also certain important points of 
divergence between his perspective and that of certain members of the family of Marxist 
communist/socialist outlooks, as for example the (scientistic and Engels-shaped) so-
called “orthodox” Marxism (see Ch. 7 p. 274-279 below).  
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reform movement, the socialist political roots and aims of which he highlights 
through the key role played by the social-democratic politician Otto Glöckel.130 
Moreover, he provides information for one of the few close and lasting 
friendships that Wittgenstein developed in those years, with the socialist priest 
Alois Neurerer,131 while he observes that Wittgenstein was taken to be a socialist 
or a “left-winger” by both the villagers of Otterthal were he was teaching, and 
the people in the monastery in Hütteldorf where Wittgenstein stayed and worked 
in the summer of 1926 as a gardener after giving up his teacher career.132 Second, 
Wittgenstein’s familiarity with Marxian and Marxist ideas, as for example the 
basic tenets of dialectical materialism, was not only indirect through his 
discussions with his many Marxist friends and students, but also direct, since, as 
Rhees reports, he had read parts of the first volume of The Capital and he may 
have read other texts of Marx as well.133 Although there is no direct evidence, it 
is quite probable that among these texts were Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach and 
German Ideology, since as we saw above the person that took up their first 
publication in English in the late 30s was Roy Pascal, who was then in 
Wittgenstein’s close circle of friends.134   
 
7.3 Later Wittgenstein, Marxism, and Marx: Systematic 
Connections 
 
In the previous section we discussed the relation of Wittgenstein to Marx and 
Marxism mainly from a biographical and historical point of view. In our attempt 
to approach Wittgenstein’s life and philosophy as continuous – a continuity 
which Wittgenstein himself emphasises by taking philosophy as a potential 
medium for the improvement of our thinking about the “important questions of 
everyday life” –135 we will now regard the relation between Wittgenstein and 
Marx(ism) from a more systematic perspective, focusing on certain aspects of 
their respective philosophies. We have already in various points in this and the 
previous chapter addressed the issue, highlighting some of the 
(meta)philosophical connections between them (their common anthropological, 
social, everyday and practice oriented perspective), and in the current section we 
treat it again in some more detail, but first there are certain points which are in 
need of clarification. Apart from the aforementioned (meta)philosophical 
connections, our discussion in the previous section of the relation between later 

                                                
130. See Bartley (1985, p. 76-81). 
131. See ibid. p. 88-92 and WPPO p. 261.  
132. See Bartley (1985, p. 111,116). 
133. See Moran (1972, p. 93). 
134. See Ch. 7 p. 244 above. Note also that Wittgenstein was familiar with some of 
Lenin’s philosophical views as well, although it is not clear to what extent and whether 
he had direct contact with his writings (see Drury (1981b, p. 141)). 
135. See Ch. 7 p. 248 above.  
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Wittgenstein and Marx(ism) also underlined certain affinities between the two at 
the socio-political level, as among the important questions of everyday life. If we 
are to take the idea of philosophy and life as one seriously, then the affinities but 
also the differences between Wittgenstein and Marx(ism) at both the political 
and the philosophical level should not be regarded as a matter of mere 
coincidence. We touched upon the connection between these two levels by 
discussing how later Wittgenstein and Marx(ism) are similarly positioned with 
regard to certain opposing tendencies (or dialectic pairs) such as 
anthropological/logical, social/individualist, praxis/theory, and (political) 
left/right. As we already suggested in our above discussion of the connections 
between the social/individualist and political left/right distinctions,136 while there 
are certain stances that often go hand-in-hand and are shared by Wittgenstein 
and Marx (the first horns of the above pairs), these pairs do not collapse into 
each other since there are significant exceptions and a variety of different 
combinations of positions to be found. Our point is that these characteristics (an 
anthropological and social perspective, the prioritisation of praxis over theory, a 
leftist political stance) do not necessarily concur, but that certain connections 
and resemblances often link them together in specific cases, like for example in 
Wittgenstein and Marx. Thus, our discussion should not be construed as an 
attempt to categorise Wittgenstein as some sort of Marxist, but is intended to 
shed light on certain aspects of his life and thought that may otherwise go 
unnoticed, especially since Wittgenstein is usually cryptic about the origins of his 
remarks, i.e. about the initial stimuli (authors, works, etc.) to which his remarks 
are often reactions, whether positive or negative. We should also note that 
despite the affinities, Wittgenstein keeps a certain distance from Marx(ism) at a 
political level – consider for example his conception of politics, as discussed in 
the first section of the current chapter, as a form of life instead of a commitment 
to certain doctrines or to a party line, and his view of a philosopher as not being 
a citizen of any community of ideas.137 Something similar can be said about the 
philosophical level, where as we see below in this section he is critical of the 
scientistic, dogmatic, essentialist, determinist, and foundationalist aspects of 
Marxian and Marxist philosophy – characteristics that for Wittgenstein are 
typical not only of Marxism, but of the earlier phase of his life and thought and 
of the modernist form of life and thought in general. Thus, both politically and 
philosophically, as well as historically and systematically, Wittgenstein can be 
described more as a fellow traveler rather than a disciple of Marx, or, to put it 
differently, if he is to be approached as a follower of Marx, that should be 
construed in the same sense as in his proclamations that he was a disciple and 

                                                
136. See Ch. 7 p. 242 above. 
137. As Thomson puts it: “While maintaining his own philosophical position, he was 
strongly attracted by the Soviet way of life” Thomson (1999, p. 220). That also explicates 
Thomson’s description of Wittgenstein’s stance to Marxism as opposing it in theory, but 
supporting it in practice.      
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follower of Freud,138 where the sympathy is accompanied with strong criticism – 
the analogy between the respective stances of Wittgenstein towards Freud and 
Marx is quite illustrative and we will return to it later in the section.   
 
Despite the resemblances between later Wittgenstein’s and Marx’s 
(meta)philosophical perspectives discussed so far, one could object, as many of 
the readers of later Wittgenstein as a conservative thinker in fact do, that two of 
their most famous metaphilosophical remarks  – “[Philosophy] leaves everything 
as it is”139 and “The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; 
the point is to change it”140 respectively – clearly stand in a sharp opposition. In 
fact, the above remarks not only do not oppose each other, since their apparent 
opposition is a superficial result of decontextualisation (i.e. of comparing them 
out of their textual, but also their broader context), but actually provide us 
another point where the (meta)philosophical stances of Wittgenstein and Marx 
converge. To be more specific, once we take into account the full context of PI 
124 where Wittgenstein’s above quote comes from, it becomes clear that the 
‘everything’ to which he refers is to be understood as ‘everything with regard to 
(the actual use of) language’:  
 

Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of language; it can in the 
end only describe it. For it cannot give it any foundation either. It leaves 
everything as it is. It also leaves mathematics as it is, and no mathematical 
discovery can advance it. A “leading problem of mathematical logic” is for us a 
problem of mathematics like any other.141  

 
The fact that Wittgenstein holds that philosophy should not interfere with the 
actual use of language does not mean that he also holds that it should (or does) 
not interfere with (some of) the other aspects of human activity. Actually, 
Wittgenstein often stresses the transformative character of philosophy, including 
its potential role as a medium for social and personal change, for change in our 
form(s) of life, a transformative character that does not take the form of a 
language reform, but that of a change of perspective. For example, we see him 
approaching philosophy as a (transformative) work on ourselves, affecting the 
way we see things and what we expect from them,142 as a hard attempt for a 
radical new way of thinking,143 and its teaching as a call for change of 
(philosophical) taste.144 For Wittgenstein, the transformative character of 

                                                
138. See LAPR p. 41. 
139. PI 124. 
140. Marx (1994a, Thesis 11 p. 101). 
141. PI 124. 
142. See CV p. 24. 
143. See ibid. p. 55. 
144. See ibid. p. 25.  
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philosophy is to be viewed with regard to our traditional, established, dominant 
misconceptions and our intuitive, but misleading preconceptions about language, 
i.e. with regard to the questions and problems that our own misunderstanding of 
the character and role of language gives rise to.145 Despite the countless changes 
that our language has undergone throughout human history, these problems still 
persist, since certain central aspects of language have remained the same,146 thus 
sustaining certain myths about its nature and its connection to the world (e.g. 
essentialism and foundationalism) and (mis)leading us into approaching language 
as “an engine idling”,147 i.e. as something that can be disengaged from our 
contextually conditioned form(s) of life. For Wittgenstein, philosophy’s task is 
not to reform the objects with which it is occupied, for example to eliminate the 
ambiguity and the respective uncertainty in natural language or to resolve the 
contradictions in mathematics, but to offer us some of the many different 
perspectives on those issues that provide us a clear understanding of them. And 
as we have seen, this is a philosophical understanding based on our everyday 
practices and life, contributing to the dissolution of what initially appeared as 
(philosophically) problematic, thus moving its philosophical import from the 
“houses of cards”148 – the apparently specialised philosophical pseudo-problems 
– to their role in and connection to non-specialised, everyday activity.  
 
That is how we shall construe Wittgenstein’s rather cryptic remark that “The 
civil status of a contradiction, or its status in civil life: there is the philosophical 
problem”,149 in line with his broader conception of a strong continuity between 
philosophy and everyday life, as discussed earlier and emphatically demonstrated 
in the episode between Wittgenstein and Malcolm about the term ‘national 
character’. That is also why the dissolution of the philosophical pseudo-problems 
is not merely a philosophical matter, as for example in a purported invention of a 
quasi-scientific philosophical solution, but a matter of a broader change in our 
form(s) of life. Philosophical pseudo-problems and pseudo-solutions do not only 
concern (professional) philosophers, nor do they occupy a distinct conceptual 
area of their own; they are spread throughout the whole gamut of human 
specialised and non-specialised activity. Wittgenstein characterises them as a 
“sickness of a time”, which can be cured only through a change in the mode of 
life and thought of human beings.150 It is only through such a change in our 
form(s) of life that philosophical problems become redundant and thus 

                                                
145. See PI 125, 132-133. 
146. See CV p. 22. That, together with the persistent human longing for the supernatural, 
is for Wittgenstein the reason why there has not been any real progress in philosophy 
since the ancients. 
147. See PI 132. 
148. ibid. 118. 
149. ibid. 125. 
150. See RFM Part II 23 p. 133. 
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philosophy – both as the “therapy” that Wittgenstein engages in and as the 
“metaphysics” that he objects to – may come to an end, placing “thoughts at 
peace”.151 For both Wittgenstein and Marx the main end (as both aim and 
termination) of philosophy is its realisation and this involves the unification of 
theory and praxis and a change in the way we live our lives, a change that is both 
personal and social152 and which will make philosophy itself superfluous. From 
that perspective, we can indeed see both thinkers as “end of philosophy” or 
“anti-philosophy” philosophers, albeit not in the usual simplistic sense of 
destroyers of philosophy aiming to ban reflection. That is so, because there is a 
counterpart to the above position, which though quite implicit in their writings is 
made explicit by their lives and their actual long occupation with philosophy.  
 
That counterpart is that, as long as philosophical problems connected to or 
constituting diseases of a certain time persist, philosophy (as therapy and 
critique, but also bearing certain content and positions as a perspective) still has a 
role to play as a valuable enterprise, and this role connects to the mode of our 
(everyday) lives as well.153 And in this way, the state of being an “end of 
philosophy” or “anti-philosophy” philosopher appears less paradoxical: it is a 
“dirty” job, i.e. not sufficient in itself to bring the changes that some of those 
occupied with it strive for, but someone has to do it. Wittgenstein remarks that 
the mere prompting of a philosopher to look at things in a certain way may not 
be sufficient for a change in the perspective of people’s outlook and that an extra 

                                                
151. See CV p. 50 and PI 133. 
152. See Ch. 7 p. 231-236 above.  
153. The above is most clear in Wittgenstein’s later phase and Marx’s early one. With 
regard to Wittgenstein’s early phase, his ten-year philosophical hiatus after the 
completion of the Tractatus may be viewed as an indication that after “the problems have 
in essentials been finally solved” (TLP Preface p. 29) philosophy indeed became 
redundant for him, while the complementary remark that “little has been done” (ibid.) 
with the solution of these problems may be viewed in a similar way as analogous to his 
later position that philosophy in itself may be valuable but is not enough for the 
treatment of the problems of (everyday) life. Nevertheless the “unassailable” and 
“definitive” truth of the Tractarian solution still carries many of the characteristics of the 
philosophical tradition of modernity such as scientism, essentialism, and 
foundationalism, and in fact resembles much more a quasi-scientific “medicine invented 
by an individual” (RFM Part II 23 p. 133), which is also addressed to individuals, rather 
than a contribution to a change in our (social) form(s) of life. Regarding later Marx, the 
transformation of his early Hegelian philosophical approach to his mature dialectic 
materialism and critique of political economy as a form of (social) science also makes 
things quite complex, since, on the one hand, later Marx’s approach still includes a 
significant philosophical component as in his early phase, while, on the other hand, 
(social) science constitutes for him if not the ultimate end of philosophy’s realisation, 
then at least the crucial medium for the realisation of philosophy in (everyday) life.   
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impulse from a different direction may be needed.154 Whatever that other 
direction may be, it should have to do in any case with our broader mode of life 
and thought and should lead to an organic bottom-up change rather than a 
normative top-down one, since for Wittgenstein our language games and form(s) 
of life, as well as philosophy and everyday life, are organically intertwined. While 
Wittgenstein does not oppose language reform as such, but only as a 
philosophical endeavour,155 we should still note that for him the linguistic change 
that is not an outcome of a respective change in our form(s) of life but of an 
invention which is then externally imposed, bears the mark of artificiality. His 
remarks about the “feelings of disgust” with regard to Esperanto and its “cold” 
words are quite telling.156 And the organic nature and bottom-up direction of the 
change in our form(s) of life, not only gives it its deep and radical character, but 
also shows the way in which philosophy is still connected to the issue of 
language change, albeit not as language reform, but as therapy or dissolution of 
certain philosophical (as linguistic) problems and preconceptions, that being a 
potential result of a broader change in our form(s) of life and thought.  
 
Once we adopt a perspective like the one described above, the therapeutic 
character of later Wittgenstein’s philosophy may be viewed as bearing significant 
resemblances to the critical character of Marx’s philosophy, both aiming to treat 
certain historically-persisting “sicknesses of our times” and thereby make human 
emancipation possible. These sicknesses are not just philosophical, or, more 
broadly, intellectual, but in the end social, as they are connected to the various 
forms of our (everyday) life, and we can find examples of them in Marx’s 
discussions of alienation, false consciousness, reification (as objectification and 
commodification) and commodity fetishism, and in later Wittgenstein’s critique 
against certain pictures and their corresponding ideologies that exhibit 
essentialist, foundationalist, scientistic, and dogmatic features. And while in 
Wittgenstein’s case the goal of human emancipation is not as overtly clear as in 
Marx’s case, since he does not address the issue explicitly, that does not mean 
that it is non-existent. Consider for example Wittgenstein’s call, and his own 
struggle through his philosophising, for liberation from certain pictures that hold 
us captive157 and for removing the pair of glasses on our nose that we never 

                                                
154. See CV p. 70. 
155. See PI 133. Coming back to Wittgenstein’s remark about philosophy not interfering 
with the actual use of language, we should note that this does not mean that for him 
there are no other aspects of human activity that may or should do so, especially from 
the moment he holds that philosophy might not be a sufficient medium for bringing 
about the desired change in our form(s) of life.  
156. See CV p. 60. 
157. See PI 115. 
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think of taking off.158 Or consider his aiming to show the fly the way out of the 
fly-bottle159 and to provide therapies (in the form of philosophical methods)160 
for the treatment of specific mental cramps161 and illusions,162 fighting against 
our bewitchment and seduction, caused by our own misconceptions, by means 
of language.163 That is done by rejecting certain perspectives (theories, models, 
ideologies, etc.) that give rise to distorting (alienating) pictures of human life and 
nature which inexorably appear to us as facts of nature or results of some kind 
of (natural) law, creating particular illusions – a certain kind of (Marxist) false 
consciousness or (existentialist) bad faith. At the same time, Wittgenstein does 
not limit himself to a merely negative approach of rejection, but also tries to 
provide a new perspective on the issues under investigation, substituting the 
rejected mystifying pictures with new (demystifying) ones, changing our way of 
looking at things,164 and that is not primarily a matter of a change of opinions, 
but a matter of a change of attitude.165 Thus, from the above perspective, we can 
see the therapeutic character of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy as a contribution 
to the goal of human emancipation, a therapy that is not only negative or critical, 
as negative liberty or “freedom-from”, but also positive as creative action 
(praxis), as positive liberty or “freedom-to”.166 The same holds for Marx, where 
the critique of capitalism (and of traditional philosophy, political economy, etc.) 
is in tandem with the description of the form(s) of life that come to replace it.167 

                                                
158. See ibid. 103. Note that Wittgenstein remarks also about the need of new 
“conceptual glasses” (see RPPii 525).  
159. See PI 309. 
160. See ibid. 133. The plural number at this point (“There is not a philosophical 
method, though there are indeed methods, like different therapies”) is crucial, as it is one 
of the most straightforward demonstrations of later Wittgenstein’s pluralism. Other such 
manifestations may be found in his fondness and frequent use of the quote “It takes 
many sorts to make a world” (see Drury (1981b, p. 162)) and in his remark that one of the 
main dangers of a causal approach is the commitment to the idea that “Of course, that’s 
how it has to happen”, while his response is that “It may have happened like that, and in 
many other ways” (see CV p. 45). 
161. See BBB p. 1, 59, 61.  
162. See ibid. p. 69, 166, Z 173, 444, and PI 96-97, 110, 311, 362. 
163. See PG p. 355, Z 690, and PI 93, 109, 192. 
164. See PI 144. 
165. See PI Part II p. 152, RPPi 1110, and LWPPii p. 38. 
166. As we have already noted and will see in more detail later in the section, despite the 
convergence in the diagnostic aspects and therapeutic directions and aims of 
Wittgenstein’s and Marx’s critical approaches, there are still important differences 
between them with regard to therapy’s nature, as we see in Wittgenstein’s criticism 
against the scientistic sides of Marx(ism).    
167. And as Rhees reports, this positive aspect of Marx’s philosophy, the description of 
“the kind of society he would like to see” was for Wittgenstein equally, if not more, 
important to his critical side, in his attempt to “bring others to think as he does”, like 
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And it is interesting to note that for Marx, like for Wittgenstein, characteristics 
of these new perspectives, attitudes, or forms of life may already be contained in 
certain aspects of their past and present manifestations – in certain practices and 
attitudes – and thus it is not only a matter of innovation, but also a matter of 
returning to already experienced and thus familiar conditions, phenomena, etc., 
as in the case of our everyday language (as opposed to the philosophical one).168 
 
One of the most basic points that Wittgenstein’s and Marx’s philosophical 
perspectives share is their critique of reification. Since the phenomenon or act of 
reification is closely related to that of alienation, being one of its most radical 
forms, allusions to it can already be found in Hegel and Feuerbach, but it is Marx 
who first discusses it in a systematic way, both explicitly, i.e. using the exact 
term,169 and implicitly, as in his discussion of commodity fetishism.170 
Nevertheless, the concept started to become central in Marxist thought only 
after the publication of Lukacs’ History and Class Consciousness in 1923 and with 
the further development of the tradition of humanist Marxism. Petrovic, another 
prominent figure in that tradition, defines reification as: 
 

The act (or result of the act) of transforming human properties, relations and 
actions into properties, relations and actions of man-produced things which 
have become independent (and which are imagined as originally independent) 
of man and govern his life. Also transformation of human beings into thing-like 
beings which do not behave in a human way but according to the laws of the 
thing-world.171   

 
For Marx, a foremost example of reification can be found in the tendency of 
both theorists (philosophers, economists, sociologists, etc.) and of lay people (in 
the form of false-consciousness) to approach products (i.e. the result of human 
labour and praxis) as independent commodities separable from the workers (i.e. 
the human producers) themselves. Thus, human action is transformed into a 
commodity, with a commodity’s value being taken as something autonomous 
from the social labour that in fact determines it. In this way, the relation between 
products (i.e. the relation between the various manifestations of human labour) 
appears as a relation between things and not between humans. The product 
ceases to be, as in its original form, a useful object, but is transformed into an 
(exchangeable) commodity; products are taken to have only an exchange-value 
with their use-value being concealed, and thus there is a metamorphosis of 

                                                                                                                
Wittgenstein’s own attempt to offer his different way(s) of looking at things (see Rhees 
(1981, p. 227-228)).  
168. See Ch. 7 p. 267-270 below.  
169. See for example Marx (1990, p. 209). 
170. See ibid. p. 163-177. 
171. Petrovic (1991b, p. 463). 
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human praxis to commodities and finally to money. What this conceals is that 
the exchange-value of the products – as homogenous congealed labour time, 
that is as what is (taken to be) common to all commodities, and as something 
distinct from their use-values, viz. as an abstraction from their particular uses or 
as an objectification of abstract labour – is in fact, first, parasitic upon their 
original and actual use-value and, second, a certain form that the always socially 
(i.e. through human properties, relations, and actions) determined value takes in 
capitalism and in general in money-based systems. This abstraction from the 
actual uses of the human products results not only in the transformation of 
social relations into relations between things and the further hypostatisation or 
objectification of these relations as separate entities autonomous from humans, 
but also in the alienation of humans from their world and each other, as their 
products start to acquire a life of their own, and thus in the end in the 
mystification of human (social) relations themselves. And this transformation 
may be viewed as a characteristic example of what Hegel describes as the 
transition from quality to quantity, the dialectic counterpart of the transition 
from quantity to quality that came to occupy an important position in Marxist 
thought. The qualitatively heterogeneous manifestations of human action (as 
labour) are transformed into a quantitatively homogenous entity (exchange-
value, money); human praxis is reified into an autonomous (from humans) entity, 
a commodity.  
 
Before we move on to Wittgenstein’s treatment of reification with a special 
concern for language and meaning, a few remarks are in order with regard to our 
above reconstruction of some of Marx’s views on reification, alienation, and 
commodity fetishism. Our short sketch is based on the relevant material in Part 
One (the first three chapters) of the first volume of The Capital172 and these three 
chapters occupy a distinctive position in (the history of) Marxist thought for a 
number of reasons. First, they constitute the culmination of ideas already 
developed in some of his earlier works.173 At the same time, the analysis of the 
commodity undertaken in these chapters, being more philosophical than 
economic and forming the beginning and the base for the more economic 
analysis to follow, is the one that presents the greatest difficulty for Marx, as he 
mentions in the preface to the first edition.174 And indeed it is exactly this part of 
The Capital, and especially Marx’s discussion and use of the concept of value, that 

                                                
172. See Marx (1990, p. 125-244).  
173. Marx mentions that the first part of The Capital, published in 1867, is an (improved) 
summary of the substantive ideas of his earlier Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy published in 1859 (see ibid. p. 89)), but we should not forget that his discussions 
of alienation (reification and commodity fetishism being specific forms of it) are 
characteristic of his much earlier writings as well, a prominent example being The 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844.  
174. See ibid.  
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is among the most controversial parts of his writings for both enemies and 
followers, with many debates being centring around the ontological status of 
Marx’s ‘value’.175 Moreover, the philosophical character of this first part of the 
work together with the continuation and further development or transformation 
of ideas that go back to his early writings (as for example the issue of alienation) 
provide us with one of the strongest links between Marx’s young and mature 
phase, while it also constitutes the part of The Capital that the tradition of 
humanist Marxism, as opposed to that of the “orthodox” scientific (or, rather, 
scientistic) Marxism, is most interested in. Last, and most importantly with 
regard to the relation between Wittgenstein and Marx, there are also some 
historical connections, apart from the systematic ones, between Wittgenstein’s 
later philosophy and Marx’s discussion of reification and alienation in the first 
three chapters of The Capital. As Rhees reports, Wittgenstein had read part of the 
first volume of The Capital176 and while Rhees does not mention which specific 
parts, the common features between Wittgenstein’s and Marx’s approach to 
reification, to be highlighted below, suggest that Wittgenstein was probably 
familiar with the first, most philosophical, part of the work. This seems to be 
further supported by the following remark of Wittgenstein from the end of 1931: 
“Someone divides human beings into buyers and sellers, and forgets that buyers 
are sellers as well. If I remind him of this, is his grammar changed?”177 And of 
course the full discussion of why buyers are also sellers (within capitalism), and 
more generally why the roles of buyer and seller are fluid, is to be found in many 
places in the first volume of The Capital, with the two most explicit examples 
being Marx’s related discussions in Part One (Chapter 3)178 and Part Two 
(Chapter 5).179    
 
A similar approach to the issue of reification is characteristic of Wittgenstein’s 
later philosophical perspective, especially with regard to language and meaning. 
For Wittgenstein, we should not forget, neither language nor meaning 
constitutes an entity separate or autonomous from humans, but are both a 
matter of human action as social praxis, of human sayings and doings, since 
“words are deeds”.180 That is made apparent, for example, in PI 121, which may 
be viewed as the culmination of his critique of the Augustinian conception of 

                                                
175. For a synoptic account of some of the controversies see Mohun (1991).   
176. See Moran (1972, p. 93).  
177. CV p. 26. 
178. “Being a seller and being a buyer are therefore not fixed roles, but constantly attach 
themselves to different persons in the course of the circulation of commodities”(Marx 
(1990, p. 206)). 
179. “Let us therefore keep within the limits of exchange of commodities, where sellers 
are buyers, and buyers are sellers” (ibid. p. 265).  
180. See CV p. 53 and PI 546. 



Chapter 7. Later Wittgenstein in context: the political Wittgenstein  

 

262 

language and meaning to be found in the first hundred remarks of the work,181 
where amongst his metaphilosophical remarks, he challenges the conception of 
meaning as some kind of an autonomous entity related to but still separate from 
words: 
 

You say: the point isn’t the word, but its meaning, and you think of the 
meaning as a thing of the same kind as the word, though also different from the 
word. Here the word, there the meaning. The money, and the cow that you can 
buy with it. (But contrast: money, and its use).182 

 
What Wittgenstein challenges with his overall approach, exemplified in the 
above remark, is the phenomenon or act of ‘reification of meaning’. That is, the 
attitude of treating meaning not as a (social) relation between humans, but 
between things (e.g. between an expression and an object), and/or the treatment 
of meaning as a thing (object, entity, etc.) in itself, as something autonomous 
from the social praxis – the (social) use of words by humans in their lives – and 
from the context that in fact determine it. A treatment that leads to the idea of 
separate (objectified) linguistic meanings. Wittgenstein goes against the 
conception of meaning as a product separate from its producers (the human 
subjects, or rather, the human communities themselves) that exists outside them 
as an independent entity acquiring a life of its own, leading in the end to the 
estrangement or alienation of humans from the product of their own activity. 
With respect to the issue of reification, his emphasis on meaning as use has the 
advantage that the notion of ‘use’, as Fann suggests, does not carry the 
connotation of some object corresponding to a word, while at the same time 
draws our attention to the crucial constitutive role that social context plays.183  In 
other words, the use of the words is not an entity separable from the words 
themselves (and thus from the humans that produce and employ them), while 
the specific uses make sense only as part of the broader social context. And it is 
important to bear in mind once more that for Wittgenstein neither the use of the 
words, nor the words themselves can be separated from their human producers, 
since: “Every sign by itself seems dead. What gives it life? – In use it is alive. Is life 
breathed into it there? – Or is the use its life?”184    
 

                                                
181. Note that Augustine’s conception of language and meaning functions for 
Wittgenstein as the main paradigm for his critical discussion and thus it is not the 
exclusive target of his criticisms. On the contrary, it is also representative of the Fregean 
and Russellian approaches, as well as of his own earlier one, and in the end of the 
dominant traditional (reificatory) conceptions of language. 
182. PI 121. 
183. See Fann (1969, p. 68). 
184. PI 432. 
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Later Wittgenstein’s criticism against meaning reification is another shift from 
the early to the later phase of his thought that can be viewed as radical. The 
transition from the conception of meaning as a picture, or rather as a depicted 
situation, based on the shared logical-form between language and the world – 
which in the end breaks down to the relation between elementary propositions 
and elementary states-of-affairs/facts, i.e. a relation between things – to the 
conception of meaning as use, i.e. as a relation between humans and their 
(everyday) doings, highlights the reification-related (self-)critical aspects of later 
Wittgenstein’s turn.185 It moreover exemplifies once again the turn from his early 
logical (meta)philosophical perspective to his later anthropological one. While in 
logic, and more generally in (natural) science, reification (as objectification) is a 
constitutive factor for the formation of the field(s) as such – allowing for 
generalisations, quantifications, computations, etc. – in philosophy this is not 
necessarily the case, and that is a central aspect of later Wittgenstein’s conception 
of philosophy. His later approach draws our attention to the dangers of 
reification and objectification, as causing philosophical entanglement, but also as 
a symptom of a certain human form of life, and itself tries to avoid these dangers 
by presenting an alternative humanocentric view on language and its relation to 
the world.186 Wittgenstein’s conception of meaning as a social relation, through 
his emphasis on the actual use of language in the context of our everyday 
practices and thus on the “use-value” of expressions (i.e. the ways in which they 
are actually used), stands in opposition to the purported semantic value (e.g. in 
the form of truth-conditions or ‘reference’) that the hypostasised individual 
linguistic units of meaning  (words, phrases, or propositions) are supposed to 
bear within the various theories of language. And that may be viewed as parallel 
to Marx’s highlighting of use-value (the practical usefulness of objects and 
products in the various fields of human life and activity) as the basis on which 

                                                
185. Since a distinction between things and humans is basic for the description of 
reification, it is interesting to note that when Wittgenstein comes to discuss such a 
distinction – and to be exact, the distinction between what is alive (a living organism) and 
what is dead (a thing) – he alludes to the originating in Hegel, but popularised through 
Marx(ism), phenomenon of the transition from quality to quantity (see PI 284). 
186. Wittgenstein does not discuss reificatory phenomena only with relation to meaning.  
Relevant remarks on reification can also be found in his discussion of rules and rule-
following, for example in his critique of the approach to the possibilities of movement of 
a machine as being already contained in the machine in some way (see PI 194). This 
resembles his abovementioned objections against regarding meaning as a separate entity 
that is still already contained somehow in the word (see ibid. 121) and opposes the 
conception of the future movements of a machine  (or of meanings) as independent 
entities, as “objects already lying in a drawer which we then take out” (Backer and 
Hacker (2005b, p. 376)). Furthermore, his various discussions of the conception of living 
(human) beings as automata (see for example PI 420, Part II p. 152, RPPi 96-100, and 
LWPPii p. 38, 66) can also be viewed as a critical approach to certain reificatory 
perspectives. 
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exchange-value (their value as commodities within a certain money-based 
exchange economic system) parasitically develops. From this angle, the semantic 
value of individual (as separated and objectified) linguistic expressions within a 
certain theory of meaning (semantics) functions in a similar way to the one in 
which exchange-value functions within a certain economic system. In both cases 
the primary use-value of words and products (which is a matter of social 
relations, i.e. of human sayings and doings and how they are related) is 
concealed. Furthermore, like in the case of exchange-value where social labour 
(as diverse, heterogeneous, creative praxis) is abstracted to a homogenised 
“congealed labour time”187 (the objectification of abstract labour as what is 
common to all commodities), semantic value of meaning-entities may be viewed 
as homogenising objectification of abstract information, with the informational, 
i.e. the quantifiable and computable, aspects of meaning allegedly being the 
common element between all the diversely used and heterogeneous linguistic 
expressions, but in fact nothing other than a constitutive reificatory precondition 
(as assumption) for the formation of the corresponding theoretical system.  
 
Ferrucio Rossi-Landi was one of the first thinkers to try to connect 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy with Marx(ism) in general and with Marx’s labour 
theory of value in particular,188 as part of his broader attempt to compare 
linguistic production with economic production from a Marxian perspective, 
elaborating on concepts such as linguistic work, linguistic capital, etc.189 He finds 
in later Wittgenstein’s work a most important contribution in the denouncement 
of philosophical and linguistic reification and alienation, but he criticises him for 
ignoring the “general doctrine of alienation” and the historical and social origin 
of the philosophical and linguistic entanglements that he diagnoses. Rossi-Landi 
holds that Wittgenstein lacks the notion of labour-value and does not show the 
required historical and social sensitivity with regard to (the roots of) the 
phenomena he investigates,190 something that results in the detachment of his 
philosophy from social reality and which Rossi-Landi tries to redeem by 
comparing language with money as a universal means of exchange, with the 

                                                
187. According to Rhees’s report, Wittgenstein used to speak with disgust of that 
Marxian phrase, something that had to do more with Marx’s general writing style (his 
terminology, similes, etc.) than with the content of the view itself (see Moran (1972, p. 
93)).    
188. Another interesting discussion of the relation between Wittgenstein and Marx with a 
special focus on Marx’s account of alienation and labour theory of value can be found in 
Read (2002). 
189. See Rossi-Landi (1983).  
190. See Rossi-Landi (2002, p. 207-209). Note also that this line of criticism of 
Wittgenstein for lack of (enough) historical and/or social sensitivity is quite common 
within the broader continental tradition, not only regarding his relation to Marx(ism), but 
also for example his relation to hermeneutics (see Apel (1979) and Lawn (2003)). 
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object of the exchange being information and linguistic communities forming 
the relevant markets.191 Our account of later Wittgenstein’s (meta)philosophy 
and its relation to Marx has already addressed the general points of Rossi-Landi’s 
criticism of Wittgenstein. Our above discussion of Wittgenstein’s critique of 
meaning reification especially shows how the conceptualisation of language as 
primarily or exclusively an information-exchange system is too narrow, and, as 
Wittgenstein himself observes, fails to do justice to the diversity of language as 
exhibited in its actual use. In fact, the analogy between language (as information-
exchange) and money, based on Rossi-Landi’s strong economic (and in this 
respect rather orthodox) reading of Marx and his equally strong naturalistic 
reading of Wittgenstein,192 itself falls into a kind of reification of meaning, as we 
describe above. And it is also important to note that this exact type of reification 
of meaning, namely, meaning as (quantifiable) information, may be discerned in 
most of the theoretical approaches to language, both philosophical and 
scientific.193 While the objectification and quantification of meaning in language-
related sciences such as linguistics and semantics are constitutive for their 
formation as sciences, i.e. for the formation, development and dominance or 
influence of the various paradigms, this very constitutive act often goes 
unnoticed, giving rise to certain misconceptions about the nature of both the 
discipline itself and of the object under investigation, i.e. language.194 And these 
misconceptions do not only result in or influence the related philosophical 
problems, but also influence and inform our everyday life as well, especially 
under the prevailing cultural imperialism of science in the form of scientism, 
typical of modernity.  
 
Regarding philosophy of language, arguably one of the core areas (if not the core 
area) of analytic philosophy, we should note that the act or phenomenon of 
reification concerning language has attracted quite some attention, not only 
through Wittgenstein, but also through the relevant views of Quine195 and 

                                                
191. See Israel (2002, p. 220-224) for a synoptic account and criticism of Rossi-Landi’s 
approach to language and Wittgenstein. 
192. Rossi-Landi holds that for Wittgenstein language is a natural given and not a human 
product and that thus Wittgenstein’s position is a physiocratic one – see Rossi-Landi 
(2002, p. 208).  
193. Interestingly, this often happens as a purported application of Wittgenstein’s motto 
‘meaning is use’, with use being exclusively identified with information-exchange.  
194. The same holds for acts or phenomena like abstraction and idealisation (see Stokhof 
and van Lambalgen (2011)). In fact, reification may be viewed as complementary to, or 
even as underlying both the phenomena that Stokhof and van Lambalgen discuss in 
relation to linguistics.    
195. Quine’s criticism against the myth of the “museum” theory of meaning, the myth 
“of a museum in which the exhibits are meanings and the words are labels” (Quine 
(1969, p. 27)) provides us with a prominent example. See also Quine (2008) where he 
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Davidson.196 At the same time we should note that there are still important 
differences, both from a systematic and a historical point of view, between 
Wittgenstein, Quine, and Davidson – two important examples being the role of 
formal logic and truth conditions, and their broader metaphilosophical 
perspectives (and how these relate to science and the issue of scientism) and 
these are made visible in connection to linguistic reification as well. For example, 
Quine’s overall scientistic metaphilosophical outlook on the one hand makes 
him recognise reification as a potential source of philosophical misconceptions, 
but, on the other hand, he accepts it as a crucial constitutive characteristic of his 
own philosophical (quasi-scientific) approach. Thus, his approach constitutes 
more a warning sign against the dangers of being unaware of the act of 
reification, rather than an actual, and as radical as Wittgenstein’s, critique of 
(linguistic) reification.197 Finally, it is also interesting to note that apart from the 
Marxist tradition, the issue of reification may be viewed as being important for 
the broader continental philosophical tradition as well. For example, Heidegger, 
at the very end of Being and Time, positions reification at the centre of the 
problems that his philosophical way tries to deal with, the issue being highlighted 
by his crucial distinction between ready-at-hand and present-at-hand and in the 
related discussions.198 Despite Heidegger’s aforementioned explicit and implicit 

                                                                                                                
discusses the dangers, but also the (technical) necessity of reification as the act that 
allows for the forging of links between sentences.  
196. See for example Davidson (1992), where Davidson, having first approached 
language as a complex abstract object, a theoretical concept that philosophers and 
scientists need in order to describe and explain verbal activities, remarks: “Indeed, we all 
talk so freely about language, or languages, that we tend to forget that there are no such 
things in the world; there are only people and their various written and acoustical 
products. This point, obvious in itself, is nevertheless easy to forget, and it has 
consequences that are not universally recognized” (ibid. p. 256). 
197. Note that there is a difference between Quine and Davidson about the exact 
position of the act of reification with regard to human conceptualisation within the 
framework of a naturalised epistemology. Quine treats reification (and reference) as “part 
of the plot”, while Davidson, who rejects the content/scheme distinction that Quine 
holds, treats it as “part of the setting” (see Rawling (2003, p. 98)). Moreover, while in 
Quine’s case the signs of scientism are quite explicit, the case of Davidson is much more 
complex, since there is a significant change of views from his earlier to his later phase – a 
change which can be described as an increased awareness of the dangers of linguistic 
reification as the quote in the previous note suggests – while his employment of formal 
logic and the crucial role that truth conditions play for his approach are instrumental 
rather than the result of some deep metaphilosophical commitment to the conception of 
philosophy as a logical or quasi-scientific enterprise.   
198. See Heidegger (1962, p. 487). Note that Heidegger discusses reification (and 
objectification), either explicitly (see for example ibid. p. 72-74, 472), or implicitly, as in 
his discussions regarding science, logic and most of all the distinction between ready-at-
hand and present-at-hand, in many more places in the work. Note also that, according to 
Goldmann, Being and Time may actually be read as a response to Lukacs’ History and Class 
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attempts in Being and Time to uncover the role of reification for traditional 
ontology and the danger of “reifying consciousness”, Rorty199 still discerns in 
Heidegger, and especially in the later phase of his thought, a tendency, like in 
Wittgenstein’s early phase, to reify language, as exhibited especially in later 
Heidegger’s conception of language as the “house of Being”200 and in his belief 
that “strictly, it is language that speaks. Man first speaks when, and only when, 
he responds to language by listening to its appeal”.201 From such a point of view, 
later Heidegger’s objectification of language (as the house of Being) is 
accompanied by a personification of language (the one that speaks) as well, 
covering both parts of the Marxian dialectical objectification/personification 
pair, as two sides of the same coin and as manifestations of crude materialism 
and crude idealism respectively.202 And the same holds for the kind of scientistic 
reification of language (as information) discussed above and, in general, with the 
conception of meanings as autonomous objects or entities, since we may see 
such conceptions as imputing “social relations to things as inherent 
characteristics”, thus in the end mystifying them,203 like in the case of the belief 
in the idea that “the possible movements of a machine are already there in it in 
some mysterious way”204 or when we “think of the meaning as a thing of the 
same kind as the word, though also different from the word”.205 
 
In addition to the above points of convergence between Wittgenstein’s and 
Marx’s stance towards reification and, more generally, towards alienation, we can 
also see their perspectives converging when we consider some of Marx’s views 
on language. A prominent example is Marx’s prioritisation of the everyday 
(ordinary) language, the “language of reality”,206 or, “the language of real life” 
which is a manifestation of human practical activity.207 Marx’s prioritisation of 

                                                                                                                
Consciousness, a work which as Heidegger’s quotations of “reification of consciousness” 
(ibid. p. 72) and “reifying consciousness” (ibid. p. 487) suggest was not unknown to him, 
since the issue of the reification of consciousness is a central theme of Lukacs’ work, 
published four years before Being and Time (see Goldmann (2009)).    
199. See Rorty (1991b, p. 50-65). 
200. Heidegger (2010b, p. 147). 
201. Heidegger (2001, p. 214). 
202. We should still note that this kind of reification of language to be found in later 
Heidegger comes as a result of his attempt to oppose the scientistic reificatory 
conceptions of language as information, as we may explicitly see for example in 
Heidegger (2010a, p. 302-304).  
203. Marx (1993, p. 687). 
204. PI 194. See also Ch. 7 p. 263 n. 186 above.  
205. PI 121. 
206. “Language is the language of reality” (Marx and Engels (1998, p. 44)). 
207. “The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly 
interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men – the language 
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ordinary language comes as an opposition to the role of the specialised and 
technical uses of language, like in philosophy, politics, economics, law, etc., in 
capitalist and, more generally, in exchange-based economic systems. For Marx, 
these forms of production and consciousness create new parasitic meanings for 
words apart from their everyday uses in our actual life. And these new senses are 
parasitic, because in the technical and specialised forms of production within the 
capitalist (exchange-based) economic systems, language and consciousness are 
alienated themselves as a result of the capitalist (exchange-based) technical 
division of labour, having acquired an independent existence as a relation 
between concepts as autonomous objects and being in the end separated from 
life.208 We should also note that for Marx the above modes are not just alienated 
themselves, but constitute an alienating factor for everyday language and 
consciousness as well, in the form of false consciousness.209 Especially in the 
case of philosophy, of (traditional) philosophical language, being an alienated and 
thus distorted form of our actual ordinary language, the above points become 
most clear and in fact constitute one of the main themes of Marx’s criticism in 
The German Ideology against the tradition of modern German philosophy, as 
represented in the works of Feuerbach, Bauer, and, especially, Stirner:  
 

One of the most difficult tasks confronting philosophers is to descend from the 
world of thought to the actual world. Language is the immediate actuality of 
thought. Just as philosophers have given thought an independent existence, so 
they were bound to make language into an independent realm. This is a secret 
of philosophical language, in which thoughts in the form of words have their 
own content. The problem of descending from the world of thoughts to the 
actual world is turned into the problem of descending from language to life. 
[…] The philosophers have only to dissolve their language into the ordinary 
language, from which it is abstracted, in order to recognize it as the distorted 
language of the actual world and to realise that neither thoughts nor language in 
themselves form a realm of their own, that they are only manifestations of actual 
life.210 

 
In the above passage, the parallels between the perspectives of Wittgenstein and 
Marx with regard to the role and nature of everyday language and the relevant 
metaphilosophical ramifications become most visible. Marx speaks of the secret 
of philosophical language in which words have their own content, while 
Wittgenstein remarks that when philosophers use a word and try to grasp its 
(purported) essence, we should always ask whether the word is ever actually used 

                                                                                                                
of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, at this stage still appear 
as the direct efflux of their material behaviour” (ibid. p. 42).  
208. See ibid. p. 248, 385.  
209. See ibid. p. 310. 
210. ibid. p. 472-473. 
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in this way in the language which is its original home.211 When Marx refers to the 
problem of descending from language to life and holds that thoughts and 
language are manifestations of actual life, Wittgenstein remarks many times in his 
writings that words have meaning only in the stream of life.212 And Marx’s call 
for the dissolution of philosophical language into the ordinary one213 is of course 
very close to Wittgenstein’s call to “bring words back from their metaphysical to 
their everyday use”.214  
 
A couple of pages after the passage quoted above, Marx continues: 
 

We have seen that the whole problem of the transition from thought to reality, 
hence from language to life, exists only in philosophical illusion, i.e., it is 
justified only for philosophical consciousness, which cannot possibly be clear 
about the nature and origin of its apparent separation from life. This great 
problem, insofar as it at all entered the minds of our ideologists, was bound, of 
course, to result of finely in one of these knights-errant setting out in search of 
a word which, as a word, formed the transition in question, which, as a word, 
ceases to be simply a word, and which, as a word, in a mysterious 
superlinguistic manner, points from within language to the actual object it 
denotes; which, in short, plays among words the same role as the Redeeming 
God-Man plays among people in Christian fantasy.215  

 
In the first part of the quote, we see Marx treating the problem of the relation 
between thought and reality – and more broadly, the problem of the relation 
between language and life (world), and of their separation demonstrated in the 

                                                
211. See PI 116. 
212. See Z 173, RPPii 504, 687, LWPPi 913, and LWPPii p. 30. 
213. It is worth pointing out that Marx, in The German Ideology, does not confine himself 
to a mere general diagnosis of the illusionary character of philosophical problems, but he 
also actually tries to treat certain concrete instantiations of them, as exemplified in 
specific views of Stirner, by developing a certain kind of a critique of language. Consider 
for example his remarks on the different uses of the term ‘property’ (the commercial one 
referring to merchant relations and the individual one referring to characteristic features 
and mutual relations of individuals) and the often concealment of that distinction by the 
confusion of the two within modern bourgeois language and society with the domination 
of the former over the latter, something to which Stirner according to Marx falls a victim 
himself (see Marx and Engels (1998, p. 248)). Or consider Marx’s criticisms of Stirner’s 
logical tricks (and their philosophical consequences) by “translating” Stirner’s views from 
their original (obscuring) philosophical language to the everyday one – aiming to realise 
what Wittgenstein describes as the passing from a disguised nonsense to a patent 
nonsense (see PI 464) – since for him “as much knowledge of the language as one 
acquires in everyday life is quite sufficient to arrive in this way at the most surprising 
discoveries” (Marx and Engels (1998, p. 296)). 
214. PI 116. 
215. Marx and Engels (1998, p. 475). 
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conception of language and meaning as ontologically and metaphysically 
autonomous entities – as a philosophical illusion, in a manner that resembles 
Wittgenstein’s treatment in the Investigations of the very same problem, as 
discussed above. In the second part, Marx’s criticism of the idea of the 
redeeming word and the mysterious superlinguistic manner in which it supposedly 
points from within language to the actual object it refers, may be viewed as being 
addressed not only to Stirner and the traditional (Hegelian) German philosophy 
as it is Marx’s original intension, but also to the whole broader tradition of such 
approaches to language, a tradition to which early Wittgenstein’s approach can 
be considered to belong to as well, at least to some extent. It is an approach that 
constitutes one of the main targets of Wittgenstein’s criticism in the Investigations, 
both directly in itself and as part of the conceptions of language represented by 
the paradigm of the Augustinian conception of language, and which in the 
Tractatus takes the form of a commitment to the position that words 
(propositions) refer to objects (state-of-affairs) through mirroring them, with 
that mirror-relation between language and world belonging to the sphere of the 
ineffable mystic, being able only to be shown and not to be expressed. And while 
for early Wittgenstein the redeeming power of word, which connects to the 
world without any (constitutive) intervention of humans, seems to be a 
characteristic of all (scientific and logically purified) language and not only of a 
specific word, the Tractatus in itself and as a whole may be viewed as an 
exemplification of such an attempt to find and employ the redeeming word(s). 
That is suggested by the ladder metaphor in the penultimate remark of the book 
and the state of elucidation that the reader gains after climbing and discarding 
the ladder, and by the ultimate remark’s call to silence and in general by 
Wittgenstein’s remarks on ineffability,216 and encapsulated in Kürnberger’s quote 
used by Wittgenstein as the motto of the work: “… und alles, was man weiss, nicht 
bloss rauschen und brausen gehört hat, lässt sich in drei Worten sagen” (Whatever a man 
knows, whatever is not mere rumbling and roaring that he has heard, can be said 
in three words).217 
 

                                                
216. Note that in the pages between the two experts from The German Ideology discussed 
above, Marx also refers to how the whole concept of the redeeming word – “a word 
which is simultaneously more and less than a word” such as Stirner’s term ‘unique’ that 
Marx’s criticises – puts forward the idea of a word that “spells in language the death of 
language” and is thus directly connected to the notion of the ineffable, purportedly being 
itself the medium for the transition from the effable (thought, language) to the ineffable 
(world, life) – see Marx and Engels (1998, p. 474-5). 
217. See TLP p. 25. The quote from Kürnberger and the Tractarian views discussed 
above may be viewed as not only referring to logic, but to ethics as well. We should bear 
in mind once again that for early Wittgenstein, ethics and logic both are transcendental 
and conditions/limits of the world, and thus are, in this sense, one.      
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Another point of convergence between later Wittgenstein’s and Marx’s views on 
language may be found in their shared criticism against the idea of a private 
language and in their commitment to the social (and communal) character of 
language. Consider for example the following passages from Marx’s writings (the 
first and third come from Grundrisse, while the second comes from The German 
Ideology):218 
 

The human being is in the most literal sense a ζώον πολιτιχόν, not merely a 
gregarious animal, but an animal which can individuate itself only in the midst 
of society. Production by an isolated individual outside society – a rare 
exception which may well occur when a civilized person in whom the social 
forces are already dynamically present is cast by accident into the wilderness – is 
as much of an absurdity as is the development of language without individuals 
living together and talking to each other.219 

 
The “mind” is from the outset afflicted with the curse of being “burdened” 
with matter, which here makes its appearance in the form of agitated layers of 
air, sounds, in short, of language. Language is as old as consciousness, language 
is practical, real consciousness that exists for other men as well, and only 
therefore does it also exist for me; language, like consciousness, only arises 
from the need, the necessity of intercourse with other men.220 
 
As regards the individual, it is clear e.g. that he relates even to language itself as 
his own only as the natural member of a human community. Language as the 
product of an individual is an impossibility. But the same holds for property. 
Language itself is the product of a community, just as it is in another respect 
itself the presence [Dasein] of the community, a presence which goes without 
saying.221  
 

In the above passages, some of the key points of Marx’s approach to language 
and consciousness become clear, as do the resemblances to later Wittgenstein’s 
approach. First, we see Marx treating language not only as interwoven with 
consciousness (mind), but moreover as practical consciousness, as the “immediate 
actuality of thought”, an attitude that is also characteristic of Wittgenstein’s 

                                                
218. It is quite probable that Wittgenstein was familiar with the passages in The German 
Ideology discussed in the current section, as they mostly come from the third chapter of 
the work and were published in its original German in 1932 and in English in 1939 – and 
note that the English edition was under the supervision of Wittgenstein’s friend Roy 
Pascal (see Ch. 7 p. 244-245 above). The same does not hold for Grundrisse, since it was 
actually first published – with the exception of its publication in two volumes in 1939 
and 1941 in U.S.S.R., an edition very few copies of which reached the western world – in 
its original German in 1953, two years after Wittgenstein’s death. 
219. Marx (1993, p. 84). 
220. Marx and Engels (1998, p. 49). 
221. Marx (1993, p. 490). 
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philosophy of mind and psychology.222 Second, Marx holds that the human 
subject is socially constituted, since it is only within society, as a member of a 
human community, that it can individuate itself and relate to language as its own. 
Thus, there is no such thing for Marx as a language (or consciousness) that is a 
product of an individual, a private language (or consciousness). And of course 
this reminds us not only of Wittgenstein’s critique of the idea of private 
language, but also of his insistence that there is no “inner” (as private, i.e. as only 
accessible to the individual) space in which consciousness and mental states 
occur: “An ‘inner process’ stands in need of outward criteria”.223 Third, for Marx 
language is both the product of a community and the link that establishes the 
existence of the community as such, and this may be viewed as parallel to 
Wittgenstein’s conception of the relation of intertwinement between language-
games and (human, thus social) forms of life, in which language-games are 
constitutive of and at the same time constituted by the respective form(s) of life; 
“to imagine a language means to imagine a life-form”.224  
 
Our last point of discussion with regard to the similarities between certain views 
of later Wittgenstein and Marx, is that the above quotes, and especially the third, 
by stressing the inherently social nature of language and consciousness, but also 
of property (which, like language, is for Marx a social relation between humans 
and not a relation between individuals and objects), highlight one of the most 
basic aspects of Marx’s philosophical and political perspective, namely, the 
emphasis on the common and communal sides of human life and the crucial role 
that they play for the constitution of the human “species-being”. While later 
Wittgenstein is usually associated with an emphasis on ‘difference’, and for good 
reason, we should not forget that the dialectic counterpart of the differences that 
Wittgenstein discusses is not ‘commonality’, but ‘identity’ in the form of the 
purported universal essences.225 As the whole concept and role of Wittgenstein’s 
‘family-resemblances’ suggest – with commonality (e.g. between the various 
things and activities that we characterise all together as ‘games’) consisting not in 
the existence of a single characteristic (or a single set of characteristics) identical 
in (shared by) all the individual instantiations grouped together under the same 
concept, but in a network of overlapping similarities among them –226 the 

                                                
222. Schatzki summarises Wittgenstein’s conception of mind as conditions of life (how 
things stand and are going for people) which are expressed by bodily sayings and doings 
(see Schatzki (1996, p. 22)). 
223. PI 580. 
224. ibid. 19. 
225. See also Ch. 6 p. 201-202 above. 
226. See PI 65-68. Nietzsche alludes to a similar stance, and positions his approach, like 
Wittgenstein, against the same illusionary idea of “essences” when he states that “a word 
becomes a concept insofar as it simultaneously has to fit countless more or less similar 
cases – which means, purely and simply, cases which are never equal and thus altogether 
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transition from difference to sameness or commonality and vice versa has to do 
with a change of aspect, with seeing something anew or as something 
different,227 and is of the type of the (socially conditioned) transition from 
quantity to quality.228 The paradigmatic case of vague concepts related to taste, 
height, weight, etc. (e.g. ‘sweet’, ‘tall’, ‘fat’) and the way they are always 
contextually bounded makes the above point about the fluidity of the distinction 
between ‘commonality’ and ‘difference’ – they themselves constituting exemplary 
cases of vague concepts as well – clear enough. In fact, commonality (of the 
non-essentialist kind) plays a key role in Wittgenstein’s account, since it is a 
condition for the development or the recognition of any differences. Consider, 
for example, Wittgenstein’s remarks in the Investigations on “the common 
behaviour of mankind” that is “the system of reference by means of which we 
interpret an unknown language”,229 on the agreement in the language we use, 
which is an agreement not in opinions, but in form of life,230 and on our actual 
common language – common in the sense of mutual (allgemeinen), not merely in 
the sense of ordinary/everyday (alltäglich)) – in contrast to the conception of a 
private language.231 Or, consider his metaphors in On Certainty about our 
inherited background as a river-bed232 and as hinges that stay put so that the 
door, i.e. our disputes, turns233 and his remark that “a language-game is only 
possible if one trusts something”.234 And as Klagge observes about that last 
                                                                                                                
unequal. Every concept arises from the equation of unequal things” Nietzsche (2006c, p. 
117). Note also that Nietzsche himself uses the term ‘family resemblance’ elsewhere in 
his writings, speaking of “the strange family resemblance of all Indian, Greek, and 
German philosophising” which is “explained easily enough” through their “common 
philosophy of grammar” that gives rise to the “spell of certain grammatical functions” 
(Nietzsche (2000, §20 p. 217-8)).    
227. See for example Wittgenstein’s reflections on the fluidity of the distinction between 
commonality and difference with regard to synonymous sentences in PI 531 and on the 
transition from commonality to difference (and vice versa) as a change of aspect based 
on different methods of comparison in RPPi 877-881. 
228. Wittgenstein refers to the transition from quantity to quality in relation to the way 
we distinguish between what is alive and what is dead (see Ch. 7 p. 263 n. 185 above) and 
to the question whether a game that was only invented and never played can still be 
categorised as a game (see Baker and Hacker (2009, p. 170)). While this scheme of 
transition originates in Hegel’s work, it was employed in and further popularised through 
Marx’s and especially Engels’ writings. According to Rhees, Wittgenstein had Marxist 
ideas in mind when he used the phrase in the Investigations (see Moran (1972, p. 93)), 
while even Anscombe, who in general was not aware of Wittgenstein’s having read Marx, 
mentions that this was a phrase which Wittgenstein used to reflect on (see ibid. p. 92).     
229. PI 206. 
230. See ibid. 241. 
231. See ibid. 261. 
232. See OC 97. 
233. See ibid. 341, 343, and 655.  
234. ibid. 509. 
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remark of Wittgenstein’s, a common language game is possible only where 
people trust something in common and trust is not something mainly developed 
by discussion, but by life in common.235 Although Wittgenstein suggests that he 
sees things that are different in a much more important sense than he does with 
things that are the same,236 his discussions of differences are actually often 
accompanied with discussions of commonality. And it is interesting to note that 
in the growing interest in the notion of the ‘common’ within contemporary 
(post-)Marxist and leftist theory in general – not only about how it relates to 
communism as a social relation regarding property, but also about the usually 
hidden crucial role that it already plays in our everyday lives (as life in common 
shaped by our common language, knowledge, social practices, etc.) –237 
Wittgenstein provides a significant source of inspiration and influence. A 
characteristic example may be found in the approach of Hardt and Negri in 
Commonwealth, where in their extensive discussion of the notion of common the 
authors treat Wittgenstein’s concepts of form(s) of life and language-games as 
pointing to modes of organisation and expression of the common, as the above 
Wittgensteinian concepts constitute for them a kind of middle ground between 
individual experience and universal truths which evades both, or a whole new 
terrain that stands beyond both, and at the same time reveals the constitutive 
role of the common for human subjectivity and life.238                
 
Despite the significant similarities between important aspects of his own (later) 
perspective and that of Marx, there still remain certain characteristics of Marxian 
and Marxist thought towards which Wittgenstein was hostile, something that can 
be seen both in accounts of people close to him and in his own writings. 
Characteristics which can be described under the labels of scientism, 
determinism, reductionism, foundationalism, dogmatism, and essentialism.239 

                                                
235. See Klagge (1998, p. 273). 
236. See LWPPi 164. 
237. See for example Graeber’s discussion of “baseline communism” as the foundation 
of all human sociability (see Graeber (2011, p. 95-102)) and Hardt’s approach to 
communism as the affirmation of the common in our lives in Hardt (2010). 
238. See Hardt and Negri (2009, p. 121-124, 194). 
239. While the above characteristics undoubtedly constitute features of certain forms of 
Marxism (as for example in what has been described as orthodox, scientific, or vulgar 
Marxism), the extent to which they actually constitute features of Marx’s own approach 
has given rise to numerous debates both within and outside Marxian and Marxist 
scholarship for over a century now, in part due to the ambiguous and ambivalent 
character of many of Marx’s positions and writings. The issue is far too complex to be 
scrutinised here. Suffice it to say that the different stances that are attributed to Marx 
regarding the aforementioned issues function as a crucial distinguishing factor between 
the two main traditions of Marxism, namely scientific and humanist, and that Marx in his 
various phases and writings provides enough evidence to support both approaches. 
Thus, in the end, the whole issue is more a matter of choice, emphasis, and 
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Before moving to the relevant remarks of Wittgenstein, let us mention three 
points with regard to our discussion of these characteristics so far and especially 
in Chapter 4. First, these features are usually interrelated. Second, they are not 
distinctive of Marxism, but, despite the revolutionary character of Marxism, are 
exactly the features that Marxian/Marxist thought carries with it as the legacy of 
the tradition of modernity. Thus, and that is the third point, Wittgenstein’s 
opposition to them as characteristics of Marxism is parallel to his broader 
opposition to them as significant qualities of modernity, but also, to some extent 
at least, of his earlier philosophical perspective and work as well. The following 
incident constitutes a characteristic example of Wittgenstein’s criticisms against 
the scientific conceptions of Marx(ism) and their scientistic sides. Wittgenstein, 
circa 1943, found among Rhees’ collection of books Max Eastman’s Marxism: Is 
it a Science? in which Eastman criticises Marx(ism) for not being scientific, but 
rather religious, philosophical, and metaphysical, and compares Marx’s 
metaphysical socialism against Lenin’s successful “scientific revolutionary 
attitude” and his system of “revolutionary engineering”. After having a look at it 
and taking that Eastman held the belief that if Marxism was to help revolution it 
had to be made more scientific,240 Wittgenstein countered: “In fact, nothing is 
more conservative than science. Science lays down railway tracks. And for scientists 
it is important that their work should move along those tracks”.241 He added 
also, with regard to Lenin’s purported scientific contribution to revolutionary 
ends, that Lenin’s intervention was not scientific, but tragic; tragic, not in the 
sense of devastating, but in the sense of a significant act or move in an ancient 
Greek tragedy, which steers resolute, passionate, and radical changes in people’s 
form(s) of life.242  

                                                                                                                
interpretation, rather than of a discovery of a unique, consistent, definite “real” Marx. 
See also Kitching (2002b) for a Wittgensteinian approach to the issue of the debate 
between the scientistic (Marxism as science) and anti-scientistic (Marxism as critique) 
approaches to Marx(ism).     
240. That impression of Wittgenstein’s was not in fact totally correct. The book was 
published in 1940, a period in which the radical change in Eastman’s views, prompted by 
the devastating results of the Stalinist form of regime, had already started; a change, from 
his Marxist, Leninist, and Trotskyist early phase to his later one, entailing a harsh 
criticism of leftist politics and an embracement of (Hayekian) free market economics. 
Eastman’s position in 1940, with his transition still in development, was less about 
Marxism becoming more scientific in order to become more revolutionary and more 
about abandoning the broader Marxist perspective in general because it is not scientific 
(enough).   
241. See Rhees (1981, p. 223).  It is worth noticing also not only Wittgenstein’s other 
discussions of railway tracks in relation to rule-following (see for example PI 218), but 
also how his emphasis on the conservative character of science squares with the 
“conservative” aspects (i.e. the role of tradition) of Kuhnian scientific paradigms (see Ch. 
2 p. 32-33 n. 28 above). 
242. This conception of Lenin’s intervention as tragic further explicates Wittgenstein’s 
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One more instance of the same attitude can be found in another incident 
reported by Rhees, from the same period as the previous one, regarding the 
scientistic, determinist, and dogmatic aspects of Marxism. Wittgenstein attended 
with Rhees a meeting of the College Philosophical Society at Swansea, where 
Benjamin Farrington, a Professor of Classics at Swansea University, read a paper 
on ‘Causal Laws and History’. Based on Marxist dialectics, Farrington defended 
the idea that in the course of (longer) history there is steady “progress on the 
whole” as a general law of historical development. After Wittgenstein had raised 
strong objections, emphasising that a historical change, viewed in different ways, 
can be both progress and decline (or ruin) and that there is no such method that 
would allow a comparison between the two and justify Farrington’s conviction in 
“progress on the whole”, Farrington insisted that he “would rather live as well as 
we do now than have to live as the cave man did”. Wittgenstein’s reply was: “Yes 
of course you would. But would the cave man?”.243 The scientific (i.e. causal) 
conception of history that is prominent in many variations of Marxism and 
constitutes the base of orthodox Marxism, was a conception completely alien to 
Wittgenstein. That is because it includes certain scientistic aspects, since science 
(e.g. political economy) is supposed to provide explanations of history and make 
predictions based on certain social or historical laws (historical processes as law-
governed processes) that resemble the natural ones. It also includes certain 
determinist aspects, as demonstrated in the commitment to the necessary (as 
causal) succession of historical stages and to what von Wright describes as the 
‘myth of progress’, i.e. the belief that progress occurs with historical necessity 
(which is often accompanied with the reductionist move of identifying historical 
progress with technological and scientific development). And it furthermore 
often includes teleological (and dogmatic) aspects, as we may see in the historical 
role and task (as fate) of the proletariat and in the belief in fully developed 
communism as the inevitable last stage of human (pre)history and the beginning 
of “real” human history. Thus, at the end of Farrington’s talk, we see 
Wittgenstein commenting to Rhees that there is nothing to admire in someone 
who is optimistic because (s)he believes in the idea of perpetual general progress 
in the form of a law of historical development. On the contrary, he would 
admire someone who in spite of seeing things actually getting worse and not 
having any evidence that they are going to improve, would still believe that 
things will get better.244               
 

                                                                                                                
older proclamation that Lenin had grabbed the wheel of a runaway car, which for Fania 
Pascal, who reports it, was just a cliché of the time and a sign of dismissal (see Pascal 
(1981, p. 57)). 
243. See Rhees (1981, p. 222-223).  
244. See Rhees (1981, p. 223) and Rhees (1997, p. 226). 
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Wittgenstein would later, in 1947, crystallise the above points in the following 
remark, which although not explicitly referring to Marxism, in light of the above 
comments to Rhees, most probably does address it: 
 

Someone reacts like this: he says “Not that!” – and resists it. Out of this 
situations perhaps develop which are equally intolerable; and perhaps by then 
strength for any further revolt is exhausted. We say “If he hadn’t done that, the 
evil would not have come about”. But with what justification? Who knows the 
laws according to which society unfolds? I am sure even the cleverest has no 
idea. If you fight, you fight. If you hope, you hope. Someone can fight, hope 
and even believe, without believing scientifically.245 

 
And he adds a few pages below: 
 

E.g. nothing more stupid than the chatter about cause and effect in history 
books; nothing more wrong-headed, more half-baked. – But who could put a 
stop to it by saying that? (It is as though I wanted to change men’s and women’s 
fashions by talking).246 

 
Many years before, in 1929, he had addressed the same point in a similar 
manner: 
 

If we think of the world’s future, we always mean the place it will get to if it 
keeps going as we see it going now and it doesn’t occur to us that it is not going 
in a straight line but in a curve and that its direction is constantly changing.247

   
And this same point underlies Wittgenstein’s remark to Rhees that Marx’s view 
on the world was not a religious, but a scientific one, and that he often felt 
asking him (Marx): “Don’t you ever feel uncertain? Don’t you ever tell yourself 
that you don’t know just what will happen here or there, where so much may 
enter in that you have not examined?”.248  
 
Finally, a last example of Wittgenstein’s criticism of Marx(ism) that focuses on its 
scientistic, foundationalist, reductionist, and essentialist aspects may be found in 

                                                
245. CV p. 69. 
246. ibid. p. 71. 
247. ibid. p. 5. It is interesting to note that the above remarks may be viewed as being 
addressed not only to Marx, but also to Spengler, whose cyclic (as opposed to Marx’s 
linear) conception of history is not teleological, but still includes certain determinist 
aspects in the form of historical laws and of historical phases that necessarily succeed 
one another, even if that is done in a non-linear, cyclic way.  
248. See Rhees (1997, p. 123). We should also note that, as Rhees suggests, Wittgenstein 
was probably aware of some of the ambiguities and ambivalences of Marx’s perspective 
with regard to issues related to its determinist and scientific aspects (see Moran (1972, p. 
93)).  
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the notes of Smythies from one of Wittgenstein’s lectures on free will in the mid-
40s. Wittgenstein, although again not explicitly referring to Marx(ism), discusses 
the fact that “economic state of affairs have obvious and enormous 
consequences, whereas such things as general states of mind of people do not; or 
that is much more easy to prophecy from economic state of affairs than from 
the state of the mind of a nation”. He observes that for someone whose 
attention is drawn to that fact for the very first time, it is quite natural to believe 
that “now it’s all done”, that “all explanations can and should be given like 
economic explanations of historic state of affairs”. It is as though everything has 
been explained, when actually, he continues, “all you have done is get hold an 
explanation which may not have explained anything at all”.249 What Wittgenstein 
actually criticises in the above remarks, is not the core of the Marxian view itself 
(economic states of affairs have obvious and enormous consequences for our 
lives), but the specific form it takes in the Marxist base-superstructure scheme: 
the notion that the economic base determines all other aspects of human activity 
and that its (scientific) study would allow us to reach explanations with regard to 
whatever issue we are interested in. His approach also challenges the essentialism 
that slips in through the back door with this kind of Marxist perspective. While 
Marx one the one hand revolts against essentialist conceptions of an abstract 
human nature such as Feuerbach’s, treating human nature instead as an ensemble 
of social relations, his commitment to the position that these social relations are 
fundamentally determined by the (economic) relations of production and 
exchange, reintroduces the idea of an essence, albeit in the form of an economic 
level that is taken to constitute the core (base or essence) of all human activity 
and life. For Wittgenstein, Marx’s discovery with regard to the role of the 
economic state of affairs was not a scientific one; that is why he felt it did not 
explain anything at all. This was not to disparage Marx’s work, of course, nor was 
his comment that “Marx could describe the kind of society he would like to see; 
that is all”.250 On the contrary, Marx’s approach, like Wittgenstein’s own, but 
also like Freud’s, “directs our attention in a particular way”,251 provides as with a 
certain perspective of seeing and being in the world. The problem for 
Wittgenstein regarding both Marx’s and Freud’s approaches252 was not their 
points (many of which Wittgenstein endorsed himself), but their (often self-
proclaimed) status as scientific theories that provide explanations of human and world 
phenomena.  
 

                                                
249. See WPO p. 441. 
250. See Rhees (1981b, p. 227) and Ch. 7 p. 258-259 n. 167 above.  
251. See WPO p. 441. 
252. See our short discussion of Wittgenstein’s attitude to Freud and psychoanalysis in 
Ch. 4 p. 111-114 above, in which we may discern some strong similarities with his stance 
towards Marx(ism), Wittgenstein in both cases being critically engaged with their 
approaches.  



Chapter 7. Later Wittgenstein in context: the political Wittgenstein 

  

279 

Wittgenstein’s critique of Marx(ism), especially in the light of the common 
features in their perspectives that were discussed above, touches upon a theme 
that we already encountered in the current chapter and the previous one, to wit, 
the affinities of later Wittgenstein’s perspective to the broader tradition of 
humanist Marxism as exemplified by thinkers such as Erich Fromm, Herbert 
Marcuse, Walter Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, Antonio Gramsci, Georg Lukacs, and 
Gajo Petrovic and opposed to orthodox, scientific, and structural forms of 
Marxism.253 As we already mentioned, a prominent characteristic of the humanist 
tradition in Marxism is the emphasis on the earlier works of Marx, an emphasis 
that goes together with a focus on Marx’s views on alienation and the broader 
ethico-political aspects of his thought.254 The emphasis on the ethico-political 
aspects of Marx’s thought is also accompanied by a distancing from the 
structural  (theoretical/scientific) aspects of Marxist social theory and political 
economy, which are often based on the orthodox scientistic interpretations of 
historical materialism, as for example Stalin’s, where historical laws, modeled on 
natural (causal) laws, become the agents of history instead of actual human 
beings. Due to their prioritisation of the abstract and causal laws of history, the 
orthodox scientistic approaches may themselves be viewed as falling victim to 
alienation, in the form of a reificatory perspective. And with regard to 
Wittgenstein we should consider once more how the structuralist and scientistic 
aspects of the Tractatus (as discussed in Chapter 4) become an object of 
Wittgenstein’s later critique, something that runs parallel to his criticism of the 
scientistic aspects of Marxism and to his conception of Marxism as a way of 
seeing the world and being and acting in it, giving it an ethical sense of a practical 
nature (form of life), rather than of a theoretical (systematic, scientific) one. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
253. See for example Ch. 6 p. 205, 212-213 and Ch. 7 p. 234 n. 54, p. 275 n. 239 above.  
254. We should note that Marx’s early writings were published considerably later than his 
later works. Also, that the emphasis on the early works does not imply an abandonment 
of the later ones, since for the tradition of humanist Marxism the continuity between the 
early and the later phase of Marx’s thought, especially with regard to the issue of 
alienation, is much stronger than for the dichotomising approaches, such as Althusser’s 
(see Ch. 6 p. 205 n. 147 above).    




