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The quest i on whet her  obj ect i ve t r ut h can be at t r i but ed t o 

human t hi nki ng i s not  a quest i on of  t heor y but  i s a 

pr act i cal  quest i on.  Man must  pr ove t he t r ut h - -  i . e.  t he 

r eal i t y and power ,  t he t hi s- s i dedness of  hi s t hi nki ng i n 

pr act i ce.  The di sput e over  t he r eal i t y or  non- r eal i t y of  

t hi nki ng t hat  i s i sol at ed f r om pr act i ce i s a pur el y 

schol ast i c quest i on.  ( Second Thesi s on Feuer bach,  Mar x,  

1970,  P.  121)  

 

 

SECTI ON ONE I NTRODUCTI ON 

 Ludwi g Wi t t genst ei n had a mi xed at t i t ude t owar d t he pr act i ce of  Mar xi sm.   

Accor di ng t o someone who knew Wi t t genst ei n wel l  i n t he 1930s,  " he was opposed t o 

[ Mar xi sm]  i n t heor y,  but  suppor t ed i t  i n pr act i ce; "  and he i s r epor t ed t o have sai d:  

" I  am a communi st ,  at  hear t "  ( Monk,  1990,  p.  343) .  For  some t i me Wi t t genst ei n 

expl or ed t he possi bi l i t y of  r el ocat i ng t o t he Sovi et  Uni on t o l i ve and at  one poi nt  

t he Uni ver si t y of  Moscow of f er ed hi m a t eachi ng posi t i on i n phi l osophy ( Monk,  p.  

351) .  

The i mpact  of  t he t heor y of  Mar xi sm on Wi t t genst ei n' s phi l osophy i s al so 

mi xed.  Accor di ng t o Wi t t genst ei n,  i n hi s post humousl y publ i shed Phi l osophi cal  

I nvest i gat i ons, ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958)  Pi er o Sr af f a was t he most  i mpor t ant  i nf l uence 

on hi s r epudi at i on of  t he i deas of  hi s ear l i er  Tr act at us Logi co- Phi l osophi cus:  " I  

have been f or ced t o r ecogni ze gr ave mi st akes i n what  I  wr ot e i n t hat  f i r st  book 
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.  .  .  I  am i ndebt ed t o [ t he cr i t i c i sm t hat ]  Mr .  P.  Sr af f a,  f or  many year s unceasi ngl y 

pr act i sed on my t hought s.   I  am i ndebt ed t o t hi s  st i mul us f or  t he most  consequent i al  

i deas of  [ t he I nvest i gat i ons] "  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1953,  p.  v i ;  emphasi s i n or i gi nal ) .   

Fr om hi s l et t er s t o Gr amsci  and f r om t est i mony by Joan Robi nson and ot her s,  i t  i s  

becomi ng i ncr easi ngl y appar ent  t hat  Sr af f a was i n t ur n st r ongl y i nf l uenced by Mar x.   

These r ef l ect i ons i nspi r e t he f ol l owi ng pr el i mi nar y expl or at i on i nt o t he 

si mi l ar i t i es and di f f er ences bet ween Wi t t genst ei n and Mar x.  I  ar gue t hat  t her e i s 

a s i mi l ar i t y bet ween Mar x' s cr i t i c i sm of  pol i t i cal  economy and Wi t t genst ei n' s 

cr i t i c i sm of  phi l osophy,  f ocusi ng on Mar x' s di scussi on of  val ue and Wi t t genst ei n' s 

di scussi on of  l anguage.  Speci f i cal l y,  Mar x' s di scussi on of  t he f et i shi z i ng of  

commodi t i es i s i n some ways anal ogous t o Wi t t genst ei n' s di scussi on of  t he subl i mi ng 

of  l anguage.  Mar x' s pol i t i cal  economi st s and Wi t t genst ei n' s phi l osopher s bot h 

l acked an adequat e mat er i al s i m and as a r esul t  r ei f i ed l anguage and val ue.  I  bel i eve 

t hat  under st andi ng t hi s anal ogy hel ps shed l i ght  on t he t hi nki ng of  bot h f i gur es.  

 

SECTI ON TWO COMMODI TY FETI SHI SM 

Ther e i s no consensus on t he meani ng of  t he Mar x' s not i on of  f et i shi sm of  

commodi t i es.  I n a wel l  known passage Mar x says t hat  i n 

t he mi st y r eal m of  r el i gi on .  .  .  t he pr oduct s of  t he human br ai n appear  

as aut onomous f i gur es endowed wi t h a l i f e of  t hei r  own,  whi ch ent er  

i nt o r el at i ons bot h wi t h each ot her  and wi t h t he human r ace.   So i t  

i s  i n t he wor l d of  commodi t i es wi t h t he pr oduct s of  men' s hands.   I  

cal l  t hi s t he f et i shi sm whi ch at t aches i t sel f  t o t he pr oduct s of  l abour  

as soon as t hey ar e pr oduced as commodi t i es,  and i s t her ef or e 

i nsepar abl e f r om t he pr oduct i on of  commodi t i es.  

At  a gener al  l evel ,  commodi t y f et i shi sm,  as Fol ey says,  i s a " cur i ous and 

per vasi ve di st or t i on"  whi ch r ef l ect s t he " par adoxi cal  consci ousness"  t hat  i s 

" i mposed on t he human bei ngs who l i ve t hr ough"  commodi t y pr oduct i on ( Fol ey,  1986,  

p.  29) .  Hussai n,  i n t he New Pal gr ave Di ct i onar y of  Economi cs,  says commodi t y 

f et i shi sm i s t he " t er m used by Mar x t o char act er i ze t he per cept i on of  soci al  
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r el at i ons under  t he sway of  commodi t y exchange"  ( Hussai n,  1987,  p.  495) .  Mor e 

bl unt l y,  El st er  says " The capi t al i st  economy secr et es i l l usi ons about  i t sel f "  

( El st er ,  1986,  p.  56) .  

But  t he par t i cul ar  char act er  of  t he " i l l usi on"  or  " di st or t i on"  has not  been 

as wel l  under st ood.  For  Fol ey,  t he speci f i c er r or  r esul t i ng f r om commodi t y 

f et i shi sm i s t hat  " Commodi t y r el at i ons t end t o make peopl e v i ew ot her s 

i nst r ument al l y r at her  t han i nt er subj ect i vel y and t o i nduce peopl e t o ent er  i nt o 

per sonal  and emot i onal  r el at i ons wi t h t hi ngs"  ( Fol ey,  1986,  p.  29) .  Hussai n sees 

t he speci f i c er r or  i n t he r el at i onshi p bet ween capi t al i st s and l abour er s i n whi ch 

t he t r ue nat ur e of  sur pl us i s conceal ed ( Hussai n,  1987,  p.  496) .  

But  Cl eaver  r emi nds us t hat  t he di scussi on of  commodi t y f et i shi sm i n Capi t al  

f ol l ows f r om Mar x' s di scussi on of  t he commodi t y- f or m and cl ai ms t hat  t hi s amount s 

t o " denounci ng t he anal ysi s he has j ust  under t aken"  ( Cl eaver ,  1979,  p.  65)  and 

pr escr i bi ng " put t i ng commodi t i es and al l  t hei r  det er mi nat i ons i nt o t hei r  pl ace 

wi t hi n t he cl ass r el at i ons"  ( Cl eaver ,  1979,  p.  66) .  El st er  r ecogni zes t hat  

commodi t y f et i shi sm i s connect ed wi t h t he anal ysi s of  t he val ue of  commodi t i es,  

but  does not  connect  t hi s wi t h Mar x' s own anal ysi s:   

Commodi t y f et i shi sm i s t he bel i ef  t hat  goods possess val ue j ust  as t hey 

possess wei ght ,  as an i nher ent  pr oper t y.  To t he unmyst ef i ed mi nd,  i t  

i s  c l ear  t hat  a commodi t y has exchange val ue onl y because i t  st ands 

i n cer t ai n r el at i ons t o human l abour  and human needs ( El st er ,  1986,  

p.  57)  

Thi s c l ai m t hat  commodi t y f et i shi sm i nvol ves t he at t r i but i on of  nat ur al  pr oper t i es 

t o val ue r esembl es but  di f f er s f r om Mar x' s asser t i on t hat :  " t he commodi t y r ef l ect s 

t he soci al  char act er i st i cs of  men' s own l abour  as obj ect i ve char act er i st i cs of  t he 

pr oduct s of  l abour  t hemsel ves,  as t he soci o- nat ur al  pr oper t i es of  t hese t hi ngs"  

( Mar x,  1976,  p.  164- 65) .  El st er  cont i nues t hat  t he ar gument  " i s somewhat  

unconvi nci ng,  because i t  i s  har d t o bel i eve t hat  anyone ever  commi t t ed t hi s 

par t i cul ar  f al l acy"  ( El st er ,  1986,  p.  57)  
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 I n Capi t al ,  t he di scussi on of  f et i shi sm ar i ses because Mar x asser t s t hat  hi s 

anal ysi s of  exchange val ue cr eat es somet hi ng myst er i ous:  " A commodi t y appear s at  

f i r st  s i ght  an ext r emel y obvi ous,  t r i v i al  t hi ng.   But  i t s anal ysi s br i ngs out  t hat  

i t  i s  a ver y st r ange t hi ng,  aboundi ng i n met aphysi cal  subt l et i es and t heol ogi cal  

ni cet i es"  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  163) .  Mar x' s use of  " i t s anal ysi s"  r ef er s t o t he anal ysi s 

concl uded i n t he i mmedi at el y pr ecedi ng sect i on.  Thi s suggest s t hat  Cl eaver  i s 

cor r ect  v i s- a- vi s El st er ' s c l ai m t hat  " i t  i s  har d t o bel i eve t hat  anyone ever  

commi t t ed t hi s par t i cul ar  f al l acy, "  t hat  t he di scussi on of  f et i shi sm does r ef er  

t o Mar x' s own anal ysi s and t hat  of  pol i t i cal  economy.  The myst er i ous char act er  of  

commodi t i es has appear ed i n t he anal ysi s of  t he commodi t y,  whi ch pr ecedes t he 

sect i on on f et i shi sm i t sel f .  " Whence,  t hen,  ar i ses t he eni gmat i c char act er  of  t he 

pr oduct  of  l abour ,  as soon as i t  assumes t he f or m of  a commodi t y?  Cl ear l y,  i t  ar i ses 

f r om t hi s f or m i t sel f "  ( Mar x,  1976) .  Mar x' s pr ecedi ng di scussi on of  t he val ue- f or m 

or  exchange val ue ar gues t hat  use- val ues " have t he f or m of  commodi t i es,  i n so f ar  

as t hey possess a doubl e- f or m,  i . e. ,  nat ur al  f or m and val ue f or m"  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  

138) .  The myst er y has not hi ng t o do wi t h t he nat ur al  f or m and t her ef or e must  spr i ng 

f r om t he val ue f or m.  I n t he sect i on on t he val ue f or m Mar x wr ot e:   

commodi t i es possess an obj ect i ve char act er  as val ues onl y i n so f ar  

as t hey ar e al l  expr essi ons of  an i dent i cal  human l abour ,  t hat  t hei r  

obj ect i ve char act er  as val ues i s t her ef or e pur el y soci al .  Fr om t hi s 

i t  f ol l ows sel f - evi dent l y t hat  i t  can onl y appear  i n t he soci al  

r el at i on bet ween commodi t y and commodi t y ( Mar x,  1976,  pp.  138- 39) .  

Mar x anal yzes t hi s " soci al  r el at i on bet ween commodi t y and commodi t y"  f r om t he 

si mpl e f or m of  val ue t o t he money f or m of  val ue,  i n each case char act er i z i ng t he 

r el at i onshi ps as equal i t y of  var i ous quant i t i es of  var i ous commodi t i es i n t he r ol es 

of  t he r el at i ve and equi val ent  f or ms of  val ue.  

 The sour ce of  t he myst er y,  t hen,  i s t hat  val ue t akes on t he  appear ance of  

abst r act  human l abor  expr essed i n t he equal i t y of  t he var i ous commodi t i es:  a soci al  

r el at i on whi ch appear s as a r el at i on bet ween t hi ngs.  The human pr oduct s whi ch 

" appear  as aut onomous f i gur es endowed wi t h a l i f e of  t hei r  own,  whi ch ent er  i nt o 
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r el at i ons bot h wi t h each ot her  and wi t h t he human r ace"  ar e exchange val ues 

under st ood as t he expr essi on of  abst r act  human l abor ,  v i z.  t he l abor  t heor y of  

val ue.  

Thi s concl usi on r ai ses a quest i on concer ni ng t he sense i n whi ch t hi s 

i nt er pr et at i on of  commodi t y f et i shi sm negat es or  " denounces"  t he l abor  t heor y of  

val ue.  The key i ssue her e i s whet her  i t  i s  cor r ect  t o speak of  t he l abor  t heor y 

of  val ue as a " di st or t i on"  or  " f al l acy" .  I n t hi s r egar d,  i t  i s  usef ul  t o consi der  

t he r el i gi ous met aphor  c i t ed above at  whi ch Mar x f i nal l y ar r i ves t o descr i be 

commodi t y f et i shi sm.   

 The r el i gi ous met aphor  i n t hi s cont ext  connot es some t ype of  i l l usi on,  

suggest i ng t hat  t her e i s somet hi ng unr eal ,  or  at  l east  of  quest i onabl e obj ect i v i t y 

i n exchange- val ues.  Even at  t he begi nni ng of  hi s chapt er  on commodi t i es Mar x 

quest i ons t he possi bi l i t y t hat  exchange val ue has an obj ect i ve st r uct ur e:  " exchange 

val ue appear s t o be somet hi ng acci dent al  and pur el y r el at i ve "  ( Mar x,  1976 p.  126) .  

Mar x al so cal l s our  at t ent i on t o t he myst er i ous nat ur e of  exchange- val ue when he 

r ef er s t o val ues as " congeal ed quant i t i es of  homogeneous human l abor "  ( Mar x,  1976,  

p.  128;  " Gal l er t e unt er schei dl oser  menschl i che Ar bei t , "  Mar x,  1987,  p.  52)  whi ch 

have " phant oml i ke obj ect i v i t y"  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  128;  " gespenst i ge 

Gegenst aendl i chkei t "  Mar x,  1987,  p.  52) .  The st r angeness of  commodi t i es,  t hat  i s,  

l i es i n t he syst em of  exchange val ues,  whi ch appear  as obj ect i ve i nt er medi ar i es 

bet ween i ndi v i dual s and t he pr oduct s of  t hei r  soci al  l abor .  The " sembl ance of  

obj ect i v i t y possessed by t he soci al  char act er i st i cs of  l abour "  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  167)  

gi ves t he pr ocess of  pr oduct i on " mast er y of  man i nst ead of  t he opposi t e"  ( Mar x,  

1976,  p.  175) .  

Never t hel ess,  exchange- val ues do " appear  as aut onomous f i gur es endowed wi t h 

a l i f e of  t hei r  own,  whi ch ent er  i nt o r el at i ons bot h wi t h each ot her  and wi t h t he 

human r ace. "  Mar x poi nt s out  t hat  t he i dea t hat  t her e can be soci al  r el at i ons bet ween 

t hi ngs i s " f ant ast i c" ;  never t hel ess he al so says t hat  t hi s i s " what  t hey ar e"  ( Mar x,  

1976,  p.  166) .  The cont r adi ct i on,  however ,  l i es i n t he nat ur e of  commodi t y 
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pr oduct i on.  The exchange- val ue of  a commodi t y does r ef l ect  t he l abor  t i me embodi ed 

i n i t s pr oduct i on even t hough,  Mar x ar gues,  t hi s i s absur d:   

I f  I  st at e t hat  coat s or  boot s st and i n a r el at i on t o l i nen because 

t he l at t er  i s t he uni ver sal  i ncar nat i on of  abst r act  human l abour ,  t he 

absur di t y of  t he st at ement  i s sel f - evi dent .  Never t hel ess,  when t he 

pr oducer s of  coat s and boot s br i ng t hese commodi t i es i nt o a r el at i on 

wi t h l i nen,  or  wi t h gol d or  s i l ver  .  .  .  t he r el at i on bet ween t hei r  

own pr i vat e l abour  and t he col l ect i ve l abour  of  soci et y appear s t o t hem 

i n exact l y t hi s absur d f or m ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  169) .  

Whi l e El st er  i s cor r ect  t hat  val ues do not  appear  as physi cal  

char act er i st i cs,  t hey never t hel ess have obj ect i v i t y bot h f or  i ndi v i dual s i n t hei r  

ever yday l i ves and i n t he l abor  t heor y of  val ue.  Thi s i mpl i es t hat  commodi t y 

f et i shi sm i s not  s i mpl y a f al l acy,  and t hat  Mar x' s anal ysi s does not  hol d t he key 

t o avoi di ng f et i shi sm of  commodi t i es,  but  r at her  of  r ecogni zi ng i t .  Whi l e El st er  

r ef er s t o t he " unmyst ef i ed mi nd" ,  t he myst er y i s a pr oper t y of  r eal i t y,  not  a 

par t i cul ar  mi nd.  I t  i s  not  t he case t hat  t hose of  us who under st and t he not i on of  

commodi t y f et i shi sm can t her ef or e si mpl y r ej ect  exchange- val ues,  at  l east  not  i f  

we wi sh t o under st and or  par t i c i pat e i n a commodi t y i nf est ed soci et y.  

Mar x' s use of  t he r el i gi ous met aphor  t o descr i be commodi t y f et i shi sm al l udes 

t o hi s The Ger man I deol ogy ( Mar x,  1970) .  Ther e he mocked t he Young Hegel i ans f or  

bel i evi ng t hat  s i mpl y r ecogni zi ng t hat  peopl e al l ow t hei r  own i deas t o r ul e over  

t hem i s suf f i c i ent  t o over come t hose i deas:  

The phant oms of  t hei r  br ai ns have got  out  of  t hei r  hands.  They,  t he 

cr eat or s,  have bowed done bef or e t hei r  cr eat i ons.  Let  us r evol t  agai nst  

t he r ul e of  t hought s.  Let  us t each men,  says one,  t o exchange t hese 

i magi nat i ons f or  t hought s whi ch cor r espond t o t he essence of  man;  says 

t he second,  t o t ake up a cr i t i cal  at t i t ude t owar d t hem;  says t he t hi r d,  

t o knock t hem out  of  t hei r  heads;  and -  exi st i ng r eal i t y wi l l  col l apse 

( Mar x,  1970,  p.  37) .  
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The r eason t hat  commodi t y f et i shi sm exi st s,  i . e. ,  t he r eason t hat  soci al  

l abor  i s obj ect i f i ed,  accor di ng t o Mar x,  i s t hat  peopl e do i t :  " by equat i ng t hei r  

di f f er ent  pr oduct s t o each ot her  i n exchange as val ues,  t hey equat e t hei r  di f f er ent  

k i nds of  l abour  as human l abour .   They do t hi s wi t hout  bei ng awar e of  i t  ( Mar x,  

1976,  p.  167) .  Not  f or  any t heor et i cal  r eason,  but  " exper i ence shows"  t hat  t hi s 

equat i on i s " const ant l y bei ng made"  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  135) .   

Ther ef or e t o over come commodi t y f et i shi sm i t  i s  necessar y t o change t he way 

peopl e l i ve:  " The r el i gi ous r ef l ect i ons of  t he r eal  wor l d can,  i n any case,  vani sh 

onl y when t he pr act i cal  r el at i ons of  ever yday l i f e bet ween man and man,  and man 

and nat ur e,  gener al l y pr esent  t hemsel ves t o hi m i n t r anspar ent  and r at i onal  f or m"  

( Mar x,  1976,  p.  173) .  

 

SECTI ON THREE SUBLI MI NG THE LANGUAGEi  

Accor di ng t o t he ear l y Wi t t genst ei n,  or di nar y l anguage obscur es and conceal s 

t he ot her wi se si mpl e r el at i onshi p bet ween t hought ,  l anguage and t he wor l d:    

Ever yday l anguage i s par t  of  t he human or gani sm and i s no l ess 

compl i cat ed t hat  i t  .  .  .  I t  i s  not  humanl y possi bl e t o gat her  

i mmedi at el y f r om i t  what  t he l ogi c of  l anguage i s .  .  .  Language 

di sgui ses t hought .   So much so,  t hat  f r om t he out war d f or m of  t he 

cl ot hi ng i t  i s  i mpossi bl e t o i nf er  t he f or m of  t he t hought  beneat h i t ,  

because t he out war d f or m of  t he cl ot hi ng i s not  desi gned t o r eveal  t he 

f or m of  t he body,  but  f or  ent i r el y di f f er ent  pur poses ( Wi t t genst ei n,  

1961,  pp.  35- 37) .  

The pr obl ems l i es i n t he i nadequat e char act er  of  ever yday speech:   

I n ever yday l anguage i t  ver y f r equent l y happens t hat  t he same wor d has 

di f f er ent  modes of  s i gni f i cat i on - -  and so bel ongs t o di f f er ent  symbol s 

- -  or  t hat  t wo wor ds have di f f er ent  modes of  s i gni f i cat i on ar e empl oyed 

i n pr oposi t i ons i n what  i s super f i c i al l y t he same way .  .  .  I n t hi s 

way t he most  f undament al  conf usi ons ar e easi l y pr oduced ( Wi t t genst ei n,  

1961,  p.  29) .  
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The ar gument  of  t he Tr act at us i s i nt ended t o over come t hi s pr obl em.  The met hod 

Wi t t genst ei n suggest s i s t o cr eat e a c l ear  and unambi guous l anguage.  I n or der  t o 

avoi d t he er r or s t hat  r esul t  f r om t he def i c i ency of  l anguage:   

we must  make use of  a s i gn- l anguage t hat  excl udes t hem by not  usi ng 

t he same si gn f or  di f f er ent  symbol s and by not  usi ng i n a super f i c i al l y 

s i mi l ar  way si gns t hat  have di f f er ent  modes of  s i gni f i cat i on:   t hat  

i s t o say,  a s i gn- l anguage t hat  i s gover ned by l ogi cal  gr ammar  - -  by 

l ogi cal  synt ax ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1961,  p.  29) .  

Such a l anguage woul d al l ow us t o r est at e ever yday l anguage i n unambi guous t er ms 

so t hat  i t s meani ng mi ght  be det er mi ned.  Thi s super i or  l anguage becomes t he 

i nvar i abl e st andar d i n t er ms of  whi ch t he t r ut h and f al s i t y of  pr oposi t i ons can 

be j udged.  

Under  Sr af f a' s i nf l uence,  Wi t t genst ei n r ej ect ed t hi s appr oach.  The l at er  

Wi t t genst ei n r ecogni zed t he l i mi t at i ons of  t he t heor y of  l anguage t hat  he pr oposed 

i n hi s ear l i er  wor k.  The t heor y of  t he Tr act at us:  

does descr i be a syst em of  communi cat i on;  onl y not  ever yt hi ng t hat  we 

cal l  l anguage i s t hi s syst em.   And one has t o say t hi s i n many cases 

wher e t he quest i on ar i ses " I s t hi s an appr opr i at e descr i pt i on or  not ?"   

The answer  i s:  " Yes i t  i s  appr opr i at e,  but  onl y f or  t he nar r owl y 

c i r cumscr i bed r egi on,  not  f or  t he whol e of  what  you wer e cl ai mi ng t o 

descr i be( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  3)  

The ear l y t heor y pr esent s a " par t i cul ar  pi ct ur e of  t he essence of  human l anguage"  

( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  2) ,  not  as a descr i pt i on of  l anguage as a whol e.   Thi s 

pi ct ur e of  l anguage i nvol ved asser t i ng f act s,  but  Wi t t genst ei n ar gues i n 

t he I nvest i gat i ons t hat  t her e ar e many di f f er ent  uses f or  l anguage i n addi t i on t o 

asser t i ng f act s.  I n t hat  wor k he di scusses a var i et y of  di f f er ent  model s of  

l anguage,  l anguage- games,  but  onl y as " obj ect s of  compar i son" ,  not  " as a 

pr econcei ved i dea t o whi ch r eal i t y must  cor r espond"  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  51) .   

Wi t t genst ei n' s l at er  v i ew was t hat  meani ngs depend on t he cont ext  i n whi ch 

pr oposi t i ons occur  and ar e t her ef or e r ef l ect ed i n act i v i t i es or  " f or ms of  l i f e" .  
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The key t o Wi t t genst ei n' s shi f t  i s  i n hi s r ej ect i on of  hi s pr evi ous not i on 

t hat  or di nar y l anguage conceal s i t s meani ng:    

I f  i t  i s  asked:   " How do sent ences manage t o r epr esent ?"  - -  t he answer  

mi ght  be:   " Don' t  you know?  You cer t ai nl y see i t ,  when you use t hem. "   

For  not hi ng i s conceal ed.  

 How do sent ences do i t ? - -  Don' t  you know?  For  not hi ng i s 

hi dden.  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  228) .  

 I t  i s  t her ef or e a mi st ake t o t r y t o l ook beyond or di nar y l anguage f or  anyt hi ng 

t hat  i s " subl i me" :  

 One per son mi ght  say " A pr oposi t i on i s t he most  or di nar y t hi ng 

i n t he wor l d"  and anot her :   " A pr oposi t i on - -  t hat ' s somet hi ng ver y 

queer ! "  - - - -  And t he l at t er  i s unabl e s i mpl y t o l ook and see how 

pr oposi t i ons r eal l y wor k.   The f or ms t hat  we use i n expr essi ng 

our sel ves about  pr oposi t i ons and t hought  st and i n t he way .  .  .  

 ' A pr oposi t i on i s a queer  t hi ng! '   Her e we have t he subl i mi ng 

of  our  whol e account  of  l ogi c.   The t endency t o assume a pur e 

i nt er medi ar y bet ween t he pr oposi t i onal  s i gn and t he f act s.   Or  even 

t o t r y t o pur i f y,  t o subl i me,  t he si gns t hemsel ves.  - -  For  our  f or ms 

of  expr essi on pr event  us i n al l  sor t s of  ways f r om seei ng t hat  not hi ng 

out  of  t he or di nar y i s i nvol ved,  by sendi ng us i n pur sui t  of  chi mer as 

( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  44) .  

 I n t hi s l at er  v i ew,  t her e i s no super i or  l anguage whi ch expr esses t he t r ue 

essence of  l anguage and t he at t empt  t o f i nd an under l y i ng essence keeps us f r om 

seei ng:  

The aspect s of  t hi ngs t hat  ar e most  i mpor t ant  f or  us ar e hi dden because 

of  t hei r  s i mpl i c i t y and f ami l i ar i t y.   ( One i s unabl e t o not i ce 

somet hi ng - -  because i t  i s  al ways bef or e one' s eyes. )   The f oundat i ons 

of  hi s enqui r y do not  st r i ke a man at  al l .   Unl ess t hat  f act  at  some 

t i me st r uck hi m.   - -  And t hi s means:   we f ai l  t o be st r uck by what ,  



 

 

10 

once seen,  i s most  st r i k i ng and most  power f ul  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  

50) .  

 

SECTI ON FOUR AN ANALOGY 

 I n t hi s sect i on I  suggest  an anal ogy bet ween t he i deas out l i ned i n t he t wo 

pr evi ous sect i ons,  bet ween val ue i n Mar x and l anguage i n Wi t t genst ei n.  I n hi s 

di scussi on of  commodi t y f et i shi sm,  Mar x suggest s such an anal ogy hi msel f :  " t he 

char act er i st i c whi ch obj ect s of  ut i l i t y  have of  bei ng val ues i s as much men' s soci al  

pr oduct  as i s t hei r  l anguage"  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  167) .  Al t hough ent i r el y soci al ,  bot h 

ar e composed of  el ement al  uni t s,  pr oposi t i ons and commodi t i es,  whi ch can be 

consi der ed i ndi v i dual l y.  I n bot h cases an el ement  i s or di nar y,  s i mpl e,  t r i v i al ,  

i n i t s ever yday use,  but  queer  and myst er i ous when t heor i zed by exper t s,  i . e. ,  

pol i t i cal  economi st s and phi l osopher s.  Just  as Wi t t genst ei n v i ews a l anguage as 

r ef l ect i ng an act i v i t y or  " f or m of  l i f e, "  exchange- val ue r ef l ect s commodi t y 

pr oduct i on.  

 Ther e i s al so an anal ogy bet ween Mar x' s account  of  commodi t y f et i shi sm and 

Wi t t genst ei n' s account  of  t he " subl i mi ng of  l anguage" .   Each case i nvol ves what  

Wi t t genst ei n r ef er s t o as t he " t endency t o assume a pur e i nt er medi ar y. "  For  

Wi t t genst ei n t hi s meant  const r uct i ng an i deal  l anguage wi t h a r at i onal  st r uct ur e 

wi t h whi ch t he messy appear ances of  ever yday l anguage mi ght  be under st ood.  For  Mar x 

t he pur e i nt er medi ar y i s t he syst em of  exchange val ues expr essed as abst r act  human 

l abor  whi ch pr ovi des a r at i onal  st r uct ur e wi t h whi ch t he messy appear ances of  

ever yday pr i ces mi ght  be under st ood.  I n bot h cases,  t he gr ant i ng of  uni ver sal i t y 

by pol i t i cal  economi st s and phi l osopher s t o t he syst em of  exchange- val ues and 

l anguage pr ovi des t he " sembl ance of  obj ect i v i t y"  whi ch al l ows t hem t o i nt er act  wi t h 

humans as i ndependent  bei ngs.  

 I n bot h cases,  t he i mpl i ed cr i t i c i sm of  pol i t i cal  economi st s and phi l osopher s 

i s not  so much t hat  t he appr oaches t hey cr i t i c i zed wer e i nt er nal l y i nconsi st ent  

or  f al se i n t hemsel ves,  but  t hat  t hey wer e l i mi t ed and t her ef or e mi st aken i n t hei r  

pr et ensi ons t o uni ver sal i t y.  Cr uci al  t o Mar x' s cr i t i que of  pol i t i cal  economy i s 
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t he ar gument  t hat  pol i t i cal  economy vi ewed soci al  and economi c r el at i ons under  

capi t al  as et er nal  and unchangi ng,  whi l e accor di ng t o Mar x t hey ar e hi st or i cal l y 

speci f i c and t empor ar y.   On t he ot her  hand,  i n hi s I nvest i gat i ons,  Wi t t genst ei n 

ar gues t hat  t he t heor y of  l anguage expr essed i n t he Tr act at us,  whi ch was or i gi nal l y 

pr esent ed as a uni ver sal  t heor y of  l anguage,  act ual l y descr i bes onl y a par t i cul ar  

use of  l anguage,  t he asser t i on of  f act s,  wher eas i n f act  t her e ar e many ot her  uses 

f or  l anguage.  

 Mar x and Wi t t genst ei n ar e abl e t o r ecogni ze t he pr et ensi ons t o uni ver sal i t y 

f or  what  t hey ar e because t hey see val ue and l anguage as r ef l ect ed hi st or i cal l y 

speci f i c " f or ms of  l i f e" .  They empl oy si mi l ar  met hods t o i l l ust r at e t hi s poi nt .   

Wi t t genst ei n uses t he met hod of  what  he cal l s " l anguage games" :  

These ar e ways of  usi ng si gns si mpl er  t han t hose i n whi ch we use t he 

si gns of  our  hi ghl y compl i cat ed ever yday l anguage .  .  .  When we l ook 

at  such si mpl e f or ms of  l anguage t he ment al  mi st  whi ch seems t o enshr oud 

our  or di nar y use of  l anguage di sappear s ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1960,  p.  17) .  

 Al t hough t hi s bear s some r esembl ance t o t he pr ocess of  model  bui l di ng t hat  

moder n economi st s f r equent l y empl oy,  Wi t t genst ei n emphasi zes an i mpor t ant  

di f f er ence.  These " cl ear  and si mpl e l anguage- games"  ar e not   

pr epar at or y st udi es f or  a f ut ur e r egul ar i zat i on of  l anguage - -  as i t  

wer e f i r st  appr oxi mat i ons,  i gnor i ng f r i ct i on and ai r  r esi st ance.   The 

l anguage- games ar e r at her  set  up as obj ect s of  compar i son whi ch ar e 

meant  t o t hr ow l i ght  on t he f act s of  our  l anguage .  .  .  not  as 

pr econcei ved i dea[ s]  t o whi ch r eal i t y must  cor r espond ( Wi t t genst ei n,  

1953,  p.  50- 51) .  

A cr uci al  aspect  of  Wi t t genst ei n' s concept i on of  l anguage- games i s t hat  t hey 

ar e connect ed wi t h " f or ms of  l i f e" :  " Her e t he t er m ' l anguage- game'  i s meant  t o br i ng 

i nt o pr omi nence t he f act  t hat  t he speaki ng of  l anguage i s par t  of  an act i v i t y,  or  

of  a f or m of  l i f e"  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  11) .  A par t i cul ar  use of  l anguage,  t hat  

i s t o say,  r ef l ect s a manner  of  l i v i ng:  " And t o i magi ne a l anguage i s t o i magi ne 

a f or m of  l i f e"  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  8) .  
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Fr om t hi s der i ves Wi t t genst ei n' s wel l  known asser t i on t hat  meani ng depends 

on use:  " For  a l ar ge cl ass of  cases -  t hough not  f or  al l  -  i n whi ch we empl oy t he 

wor d " meani ng"  i t  can be def i ned t hus:  t he meani ng of  a wor d i s i t s use i n t he 

l anguage"  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  20) .  Si nce a l anguage r ef l ect s a f or m of  l i f e,  

t he meani ng of  wor ds and pr oposi t i ons r ef l ect s t hei r  f unct i ons wi t hi n t he or di nar y 

act i v i t i es wi t h whi ch t hey ar e associ at ed.  

I  woul d suggest  t hat  Mar x empl oys a s i mi l ar  met hod,  not  wi t h l anguage,  but  

wi t h what  mi ght  be cal l ed " pr oduct i on- games" .  Consi der ,  f or  exampl e,  hi s anal ysi s 

of  s i mpl e commodi t y pr oduct i on.   I t  i s  a pr i mi t i ve f or m i n t hat  i t  abst r act s f r om 

many of  t he compl i cat i ons of  capi t al i st  economi es;  i s c l ear l y not  i nt ended t o ser ve 

as a pr eci se model  of  r eal i t y;  never t hel ess,  i t  ser ves t o shed l i ght  on cer t ai n 

aspect s of  capi t al i st  economi es.  I n or der  t o c l ar i f y t he meani ng of  commodi t y 

f et i shi sm,  Mar x cont r ast s t he si mpl e commodi t y pr oduct i on- game wi t h t he Robi nson 

Cr usoe pr oduct i on- game,  t he medi eval  Eur ope pr oduct i on- game,  t he peasant  f ami l y 

pr oduct i on- game,  and t he f r eel y associ at ed i ndi v i dual  pr oduct i on- game.  None of  

t hese i s pr esent ed as a pr eci se model  of  how a par t i cul ar  economy f unct i ons,  but  

each i s i nt ended t o shed some l i ght  on t he i ssue at  hand.  

 I n bot h cases t hi s met hod i s cr uci al  t o t he nat ur e of  t he cr i t i ques pr esent ed 

because i t  i s  t hr ough t hi s met hod t hat  t he par t i al  char act er  of  t he obj ect s of  t he 

r espect i ve cr i t i ques ar e r eveal ed.  Wi t t genst ei n demonst r at ed t he l i mi t ed char act er  

of  t he ar gument  of  t he Tr act at us by expr essi ng i t  as a l anguage- game and compar i ng 

t hat  l anguage- game wi t h ot her s.  Si mi l ar l y,  Mar x showed t he l i mi t ed char act er  of  

capi t al i st  r el at i ons by cont r ast i ng t hem wi t h al t er nat i ve syst ems of  pr oduct i on.  

 Accor di ng t o Wi t t genst ei n,  t he pr act i ce of  phi l osophy pr oduces 

mi sunder st andi ngs because i t  at t empt s t o gi ve a uni ver sal  account  of  t he meani ng 

of  wor ds and pr oposi t i ons out si de of  t hei r  or di nar y empl oyment :  " phi l osophi cal  

pr obl ems ar i se when l anguage goes on hol i day"  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  1958,  p.  19) .  An 

i mpor t ant  aspect  of  Wi t t genst ei n' s cr i t i c i sm of  t he manner  i n whi ch phi l osophy has 

been car r i ed out  i s t hat  i t  l acks a cer t ai n mat er i al i sm because i t  abst r act s 
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l anguage i nt o an i deal  r eal  and i gnor es t he ever yday pr act i ces i n par t i cul ar  uses 

of  l anguage occur .  

 I n t he Ger man I deol ogy,  Mar x makes a si mi l ar  poi nt :   

The phi l osopher s woul d onl y have t o di ssol ve t hei r  l anguage i nt o t he 

or di nar y l anguage f r om whi ch i t  i s  abst r act ed,  t o r ecogni ze i t  as t he 

di st or t ed l anguage of  t he act ual  wor l d,  and t o r eal i ze t hat  nei t her  

t hought s nor  l anguage i n t hemsel ves f or m a r eal m of  t hei r  own,  t hat  

t hey ar e onl y mani f est at i ons of  act ual  l i f e ( Mar x,  1970,  p.  118) .  

For  bot h Wi t t genst ei n and Mar x,  t hen,  t he connect i on bet ween l anguage and concr et e 

f or ms of  l i f e i mpl i es a cor r espondi ng l i nkage bet ween t heor y and pr act i ce.   

 For  bot h Mar x and Wi t t genst ei n t he di f f i cul t y i n r ecogni zi ng t he i l l usor y 

char act er  of  f et i shi z i ng and subl i mi ng l i es i n t he ubi qui t y of  ever yday l i f e.  

Wi t t genst ei n says:  

The aspect s of  t hi ngs t hat  ar e most  i mpor t ant  f or  us ar e hi dden because 

of  t hei r  s i mpl i c i t y and f ami l i ar i t y.   ( One i s unabl e t o not i ce 

somet hi ng - -  because i t  i s  al ways bef or e one' s eyes. )  ( Wi t t genst ei n,  

1958,  p.  50) .  

 Si mi l ar l y,  Mar x ar gued wi t h r espect  t o commodi t y f et i shi sm t hat  " I f  .  .  .  

we make t he mi st ake of  t r eat i ng i t  as t he et er nal  nat ur al  f or m of  soci al  pr oduct i on,  

we necessar i l y over l ook t he speci f i c i t y of  t he val ue- f or m,  and consequent l y of  t he 

commodi t y f or m t oget her  wi t h i t s f ur t her  devel opment s,  t he money f or m,  t he capi t al  

f or m,  et c. "  ( Mar x,  1976,  p.  174) .  Her e t he pecul i ar  char act er  of  capi t al i st  

r el at i ons,  whi ch i s t he f oundat i on f or  pol i t i cal  economy,  escape not i ce because 

t hey ar e assumed t o be nat ur al  and et er nal .   

 As a r esul t ,  bot h Wi t t genst ei n and Mar x engaged i n what  mi ght  be cal l ed t he 

nat ur al  hi st or y of  human bei ngs.  .  .  .  [ Wor k i n pr ogr ess -  concl usi on at  conf er ence]  
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