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The questi on whet her objectivetruth can be attributedto

human thinking is not a question of theory but is a
practical question. Man nust prove the truth -- i.e. the
reality and power, the this-sidedness of his thinkingin
practice. The di spute over thereality or non-reality of

thinking that is isolated frompractice is a purely
schol astic question. (Second Thesis on Feuerbach, Marx,

1970, P. 121)

SECTI ON ONE | NTRODUCTI ON
Ludwi g Wttgenstein had a nmixed attitude toward the practice of Marxism
Accordi ng to someone who knew Wttgenstein well in the 1930s, "he was opposed to

[ Marxi sml intheory, but supportedit inpractice;" and heisreportedto have said:
"I ama communi st, at heart" (Mnk, 1990, p. 343). For sonme tinme Wttgenstein
expl ored the possibility of relocating tothe Soviet Uniontolive and at one poi nt
the University of Moscow offered hi ma teaching position in philosophy (Mnk, p.
351).

The inpact of the theory of Marxismon Wttgenstein's philosophy is also

m xed. According to Wttgenstein, in his posthunously published Phil osophical

I nvestigations, (Wttgenstein, 1958) Piero Sraffa was the nost i nportant influence

on hi s repudi ation of the i deas of his earlier Tractatus Logi co-Phil osophicus: "I

have been forced to recogni ze grave nistakes in what | wote in that first book



. | amindebtedto[thecriticismthat] M. P. Sraffa, for many years unceasi ngly
practised onny thoughts. | amindebtedtothis stimulusfor thenost consequenti al

i deas of [the Investigations]" (Wttgenstein, 1953, p. vi; enphasis inoriginal).

Fromhis letters to Gansci and fromtestinony by Joan Robi nson and others, it is
becom ng i ncreasi ngly apparent that Sraffawas inturnstrongly influenced by Marx.
These reflections inspire the following prelinnary exploration into the
simlarities and differences between Wttgenstein and Marx. | argue that thereis
asimlarity between Marx's criticismof political econony and Wttgenstein's
criticismof phil osophy, focusing on Marx's di scussi on of val ue and Wttgenstein's
di scussion of |anguage. Specifically, Mrx's discussion of the fetishizing of
commoditiesisinsonme ways anal ogous to Wttgenstein's discussion of the sublimng
of language. Marx's political econom sts and Wttgenstein's phil osophers both
| acked an adequat e materi al simand as aresult reified!| anguage and val ue. | believe

t hat under standi ng thi s anal ogy hel ps shed |i ght on the thinking of both figures.

SECTI ON TWO COVMODI TY FETI SHI SM

There is no consensus on the neaning of the Marx's notion of fetishism of
commodities. In a well known passage Marx says that in

the mi sty real mof religion. . . the products of the human brai n appear

as autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own, which enter

into relations both with each other and with the human race. So it

isinthe world of coomodities with the products of men's hands. |

call thisthe fetishi smwhichattachesitself tothe products of | abour

as soon as they are produced as commodities, and is therefore

i nseparable fromthe production of commodities.

At a general level, commodity fetishism as Foley says, is a "curious and
pervasive distortion" which reflects the "paradoxical consciousness" that is
"i nmposed on t he hunman bei ngs who |ive t hrough" comodity production (Fol ey, 1986,

p. 29). Hussain, in the New Pal grave Dictionary of Economics, says comodity

fetishismis the "termused by Marx to characterize the perception of social



rel ati ons under the sway of comodity exchange" (Hussain, 1987, p. 495). More
bluntly, Elster says "The capitalist econony secretes illusions about itself"
(El ster, 1986, p. 56).

But the particul ar character of the "illusion" or "distortion" has not been
as well understood. For Foley, the specific error resulting fromcomuodity
fetishismis that "Comodity relations tend to nake people view others
instrunmental |y rather than intersubjectively and to i nduce people to enter into
personal and enotional relations with things" (Foley, 1986, p. 29). Hussain sees
the specific error inthe relationship between capitalists and | abourers i n which
the true nature of surplus is conceal ed (Hussain, 1987, p. 496).

But Cl eaver rem nds us that the di scussion of conmodity fetishismin Capita
follows fromMarx's di scussion of the cormodity-formand clains that this anpbunts
to "denouncing the anal ysis he has just undertaken" (C eaver, 1979, p. 65) and
prescribing "putting conmodities and all their determnations into their place
within the class relations" (Cleaver, 1979, p. 66). Elster recognizes that
comodity fetishismis connected with the anal ysis of the value of commodities,
but does not connect this with Marx's own anal ysis:

Commodi ty fetishismisthe belief that goods possess val ue just as t hey

possess wei ght, as an i nherent property. To the unnmystefied mnd, it

is clear that a commodity has exchange val ue only because it stands

in certain relations to human | abour and hunman needs (El ster, 1986

p. 57)

Thi s cl ai mthat commodity fetishisminvolves the attribution of natural properties
to val ue resenbl es but differs fromMarx's assertionthat: "the comodity reflects
t he soci al characteristics of nen's own | abour as objective characteristics of the
products of |abour thensel ves, as the socio-natural properties of these things"
(Marx, 1976, p. 164-65). Elster continues that the argunent "is somewhat
unconvi nci ng, because it is hard to believe that anyone ever committed this

particular fallacy" (Elster, 1986, p. 57)



In Capital, the discussionof fetishismarises because Marx asserts that his
anal ysi s of exchange val ue creates sonet hing nysterious: "A conmodity appears at
first sight an extrenmely obvious, trivial thing. But its analysis brings out that
it is avery strange thing, abounding i n metaphysi cal subtleties and theol ogi cal
ni ceties" (Marx, 1976, p. 163). Marx' s use of "its anal ysis" referstothe analysis
concluded in the imediately precedi ng section. This suggests that C eaver is
correct vis-a-vis Elster's claimthat "it is hard to believe that anyone ever
committed this particular fallacy," that the di scussion of fetishismdoes refer
to Marx's own anal ysis and that of political econony. The nysterious character of
commodi ti es has appeared in the analysis of the comodity, which precedes the
section on fetishismitself. "Wence, then, arises the enigmatic character of the
product of | abour, as soonasit assunestheformof acomodity? Cdearly, it arises
fromthis formitsel f" (Marx, 1976). Marx's precedi ng di scussi on of the val ue-form
or exchange val ue argues t hat use-val ues "have the formof commodities, in so far
as they possess a double-form i.e., natural formand val ue form' (Marx, 1976, p.
138). The mystery has nothingto dow th the natural formand therefore nust spring
fromthe value form In the section on the value form Marx w ot e:

commodi ti es possess an objective character as values only in so far

as they are all expressions of an identical human | abour, that their

obj ective character as values is therefore purely social. Fromthis

it follows self-evidently that it can only appear in the social

relati on between comodity and commodity (Marx, 1976, pp. 138-39).

Mar x anal yzes this "social relation between comobdity and commodity" fromthe
simple formof value to the noney formof value, in each case characterizing the
rel ati onshi ps as equal ity of various quantities of various commoditiesintheroles
of the relative and equival ent fornms of val ue.

The source of the nystery, then, is that value takes on the appearance of
abstract human | abor expressedinthe equality of the various commodities: a soci al
relati on which appears as a relation between things. The human products which

"appear as autononous figures endowed with alife of their own, which enter into



relations both with each other and with the human race" are exchange val ues
under st ood as the expression of abstract human | abor, viz. the | abor theory of
val ue.

Thi s concl usion raises a question concerning the sense in which this
interpretation of commodity fetishi smnegates or "denounces" the | abor theory of
val ue. The key issue here is whether it is correct to speak of the | abor theory
of value as a "distortion" or "fallacy". Inthis regard, it is useful to consider
the religious netaphor cited above at which Marx finally arrives to describe
commodity fetishism

The religious netaphor in this context connotes sone type of illusion
suggesting that thereis sonmething unreal, or at | east of questionabl e objectivity
i n exchange-val ues. Even at the beginning of his chapter on conmodities Mrx
guestions t he possi bilitythat exchange val ue has an obj ecti ve structure: "exchange
val ue appears to be sonet hi ng acci dental and purely relative™ (Marx, 1976 p. 126).
Marx al so calls our attention to the nysterious nature of exchange-val ue when he
refers to val ues as "congeal ed quantiti es of honogeneous human | abor™ (Marx, 1976,
p. 128; "Gallerte unterscheidl oser nenschliche Arbeit," Marx, 1987, p. 52) which
have "phantonm i ke objectivity" (Marx, 1976, p. 128; "gespenstige
Cegenst aendl i chkeit" Marx, 1987, p. 52). The strangeness of commodities, that is,
lies in the systemof exchange val ues, which appear as objective internediaries
bet ween i ndividuals and the products of their social |abor. The "senbl ance of
obj ectivity possessed by t he soci al characteristics of | abour” (Marx, 1976, p. 167)
gi ves the process of production "mastery of man instead of the opposite" (Marx,
1976, p. 175).

Nevert hel ess, exchange-val ues do "appear as aut ononous fi gures endowed wi th
alife of their own, which enter into relations both with each other and with the
human race. " Marx poi nts out that theideathat there canbe social rel ations between
thingsis"fantastic"; neverthel ess he al sosaysthat thisis "what they are" (Marx,

1976, p. 166). The contradiction, however, lies in the nature of conmmodity



production. The exchange-val ue of a conmodity does refl ect the | abor ti ne enbodi ed
inits production even though, Marx argues, this is absurd:

If | state that coats or boots stand in a relation to |linen because

the latter is the universal incarnation of abstract human | abour, the

absurdity of the statenent is self-evident. Neverthel ess, when the

producers of coats and boots bring these conmpdities into a relation

with linen, or with gold or silver . . . the relation between their

own private | abour and the col | ecti ve | abour of soci ety appearstothem

in exactly this absurd form (Marx, 1976, p. 169).

VWile Elster is correct that values do not appear as physical
characteristics, they neverthel ess have objectivity both for individualsintheir
everyday lives and in the |abor theory of value. This inplies that conmodity
fetishismis not sinply a fallacy, and that Marx's anal ysis does not hold the key
to avoiding fetishismof commodities, but rather of recognizingit. Wile El ster
refers to the "unnystefied mnd", the nystery is a property of reality, not a
particular mind. It is not the case that those of us who understand the notion of
commodity fetishismcan therefore sinply reject exchange-val ues, at | east not if
we wi sh to understand or participate in a comodity infested society.

Mar x' s use of the religi ous netaphor to descri be cormodity fetishi small udes

to his The Gernan | deol ogy (Marx, 1970). There he nocked the Young Hegelians for

bel i eving that sinply recognizing that people allowtheir own ideas to rule over
themis sufficient to overcone those ideas:

The phantons of their brains have got out of their hands. They, the

creators, have bowed done beforetheir creations. Let us revolt agai nst

the rul e of thoughts. Let us teach nmen, says one, to exchange these

i magi nati ons for thoughts which correspondtothe essence of nan; says

the second, totakeupacritical attitudetowardthem saysthethird,

to knock themout of their heads; and - existingreality will coll apse

(Marx, 1970, p. 37).



The reason that comodity fetishismexists, i.e., the reason that socia
| abor is objectified, according to Marx, is that people doit: "by equating their
di f ferent products to each ot her i n exchange as val ues, they equate their different
ki nds of |abour as human | abour. They do this w thout being aware of it (Marx,
1976, p. 167). Not for any theoretical reason, but "experience shows" that this
equation is "constantly being nade" (Marx, 1976, p. 135).

Therefore to overconme commodity fetishismit i s necessary to change the way
people live: "Thereligious reflections of the real world can, in any case, vani sh
only when the practical relations of everyday |ife between man and nan, and man
and nature, generally present thenselves to himin transparent and rati onal forni

(Marx, 1976, p. 173).

SECTI ON THREE SUBLI M NG THE LANGUAGE
Accordingtotheearly Wttgenstein, ordinary | anguage obscures and conceal s

the otherwi se sinple relationship between thought, |anguage and the worl d:
Everyday | anguage is part of the human organismand is no | ess
conplicated that it . . . It is not humanly possible to gather
i medi ately fromit what the logic of language is . . . Language
di sgui ses thought. So much so, that fromthe outward form of the
clothingit isinpossibletoinfer the formof the thought beneathit,
because t he outward formof the clothing is not designedtoreveal the
formof the body, but for entirely different purposes (Wttgenstein,
1961, pp. 35-37).

The problens lies in the inadequate character of everyday speech
I n everyday | anguage it very frequently happens that t he sane word has
di fferent nodes of signification-- andsobelongstodifferent synbols
-- or that two words have di f f erent nodes of significationare enpl oyed
in propositions in what is superficially the same way . . . Inthis
way t he nost fundanment al confusi ons are easily produced (Wttgenstein,

1961, p. 29).



The argunment of the Tractatus is intended to overcone this problem The nethod
Wttgenstein suggests is to create a cl ear and unanbi guous | anguage. I n order to
avoid the errors that result fromthe deficiency of |anguage:

we nust make use of a sign-language that excludes themby not using

t he sanme sign for different synbol s and by not usinginasuperficially

simlar way signs that have different nodes of signification: that

is to say, a sign-language that is governed by |ogical grammar -- by

| ogi cal syntax (Wttgenstein, 1961, p. 29).

Such a | anguage woul d all ow us to restate everyday | anguage i n unanbi guous terns
so that its meaning mght be determ ned. This superior |anguage becones the

i nvariabl e standard in ternms of which the truth and falsity of propositions can
be j udged.

Under Sraffa's influence, Wttgenstein rejected this approach. The later
Wttgensteinrecognizedthelimtations of the theory of | anguage t hat he proposed
in his earlier work. The theory of the Tractatus:

does descri be a systemof communi cation; only not everything that we

call language is this system And one has to say this in nany cases

where t he question arises "Is this an appropri ate descri ption or not?"

The answer is: "Yes it is appropriate, but only for the narrowy

circunscribed region, not for the whole of what you were claimng to

describe(Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 3)

The early theory presents a "particul ar picture of the essence of human | anguage”
(Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 2), not as a description of |anguage as a whole. This
pi cture of |anguage involved asserting facts, but Wttgenstein argues in

the I nvestigations that there are many di fferent uses for | anguage in addition to

asserting facts. In that work he discusses a variety of different nodels of

| anguage, | anguage-ganes, but only as "objects of conparison", not "as a
preconcei ved i dea to which reality nmust correspond" (Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 51).
Wttgenstein's later view was that mneani ngs depend on the context in which

propositions occur and are therefore reflected in activities or "forns of life"



The key to Wttgenstein's shift isin his rejection of his previous notion

that ordinary | anguage conceal s its neaning:

t hat

If it is asked: "Howdo sentences manage to represent?" -- the answer
m ght be: "Don't you know? You certainly seeit, whenyou usethem"
For nothing is conceal ed.

How do sentences do it? -- Don't you know? For nothing is
hi dden. (Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 228).

It isthereforeamstaketotry tol ook beyond ordi nary | anguage f or anyt hi ng

is "sublinme":

One person night say "A proposition is the nost ordi nary thing
in the world" and another: "A proposition -- that's sonething very
gueer!" ---- And the latter is unable sinply to | ook and see how
propositions really work. The forns that we use in expressing
our sel ves about propositions and thought stand in the way .

"A proposition is a queer thing!' Here we have the sublimng
of our whol e account of logic. The tendency to assume a pure
i nternedi ary between the propositional sign and the facts. O even
totry to purify, to sublinme, the signs thenselves. -- For our forns
of expression prevent usinall sorts of ways fromseei ng t hat not hi ng
out of the ordinary is involved, by sending us in pursuit of chineras
(Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 44).

Inthis later view, there is no superior | anguage whi ch expresses the true

essence of |anguage and the attenpt to find an underlying essence keeps us from

seei ng:

The aspects of things that are nost i nportant for us are hi dden because
of their sinplicity and famliarity. (One is unable to notice

sonet hing -- because it i s al ways before one's eyes.) The foundati ons
of his enquiry do not strike a man at all. Unless that fact at sone

time struck him -- And this nmeans: we fail to be struck by what,
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once seen, i s nost striking and nost powerful (Wttgenstein, 1958, p.

50) .

SECTI ON FOUR AN ANALOGY

In this section | suggest an anal ogy between the ideas outlined in the two
previous sections, between value in Marx and | anguage in Wttgenstein. In his
di scussion of comodity fetishism Mrx suggests such an anal ogy hinself: "the
characteristic whichobjects of utility have of bei ng val uesis as nuch nen' s soci al
product as is their | anguage" (Marx, 1976, p. 167). Although entirely social, both
are conposed of elenmental units, propositions and commodities, which can be
considered individually. In both cases an elenent is ordinary, sinple, trivial,
inits everyday use, but queer and nysterious when theorized by experts, i.e.,
political econom sts and phil osophers. Just as Wttgenstein views a | anguage as
reflecting an activity or "formof life," exchange-value reflects comodity
producti on.

There i s al so an anal ogy between Marx's account of commodity fetishi smand
Wttgenstein's account of the "sublimng of |anguage". Each case involves what

Wttgenstein refers to as the "tendency to assune a pure internediary." For
Wttgenstein this meant constructing an i deal | anguage with a rational structure
wi t h whi ch t he messy appear ances of everyday | anguage m ght be under st ood. For Mar x
the pureinternmediary i s the systemof exchange val ues expressed as abstract hunan
| abor which provides a rational structure with which the nessy appearances of
everyday prices night be understood. In both cases, the granting of universality
by political econonists and phil osophers to the system of exchange-val ues and
| anguage provi des t he "senbl ance of objectivity" whichallows themtointeract with
humans as i ndependent bei ngs.

Inbothcases, theinpliedcriticismof political econoni sts and phil osophers
is not so much that the approaches they criticized were internally inconsistent

or falseinthensel ves, but that they were limted and therefore mstakenintheir

pretensions to universality. Crucial to Marx's critique of political econony is
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the argunent that political econony viewed social and econonic relations under
capital as eternal and unchangi ng, while according to Marx they are historically

specific and tenporary. On the other hand, in his Investigations, Wttgenstein

argues that the theory of | anguage expressedinthe Tractatus, whichwas originally
presented as a uni versal theory of | anguage, actually describes only a particul ar
use of | anguage, the assertion of facts, whereas in fact there are nany ot her uses
for |anguage.

Marx and Wttgenstein are abl e to recogni ze the pretensions to universality
for what they are because they see val ue and | anguage as reflected historically
specific "fornms of life". They enploy simlar methods to illustrate this point.
Wttgenstein uses the nmethod of what he calls "l anguage ganes":

These are ways of using signs sinpler than those in which we use the

signs of our highly conplicated everyday | anguage . . . Wen we | ook

at such si npl e forns of | anguage t he mental m st whi ch seens t o enshr oud

our ordi nary use of | anguage di sappears (Wttgenstein, 1960, p. 17).

Al t hough t hi s bears sone resenbl ance to the process of nodel buil ding that
nodern econonists frequently enploy, Wttgenstein enphasizes an inportant
di fference. These "clear and sinple | anguage-ganes” are not

preparatory studies for a future regul arization of | anguage -- as it

were first approxi mations, ignoringfrictionandair resistance. The

| anguage- ganmes are rather set up as objects of conparison which are

meant to throw light on the facts of our language . . . not as

preconcei ved i dea[s] to which reality nust correspond (Wttgenstein,

1953, p. 50-51).

Acruci al aspect of Wttgenstein's conception of | anguage-ganes i s that they
are connectedwith"fornms of life": "Heretheterm'| anguage-gane' is nmeant to bring
i nto prom nence the fact that the speaki ng of | anguage is part of an activity, or
of aformof life" (Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 11). Aparticul ar use of | anguage, that
is to say, reflects a manner of living: "And to i magi ne a | anguage i s to i magi ne

a formof life" (Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 8).
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Fromthis derives Wttgenstein's well known assertion that meani ng depends
on use: "For a large class of cases - though not for all - in which we enploy the
word "meaning" it can be defined thus: the nmeaning of a word is its use in the
| anguage" (Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 20). Since a |l anguage reflects a formof life,
t he neani ng of words and propositions reflects their functions withinthe ordinary
activities with which they are associ at ed.

| woul d suggest that Marx enploys a simlar nethod, not with | anguage, but
wi t h what m ght be cal |l ed "producti on-ganes”. Consider, for exanple, his anal ysis
of sinple commodity production. It isaprimtiveforminthat it abstracts from
many of the conplications of capitalist economes; isclearly not i ntendedto serve
as a precise nodel of reality; nevertheless, it serves to shed light on certain
aspects of capitalist economies. In order to clarify the meaning of comuodity
fetishism Marx contrasts the sinple commopdity production-gane with the Robi nson
Crusoe production-ganme, the nmedi eval Europe production-gane, the peasant famly
producti on-gane, and the freely associ ated individual production-ganme. None of
these is presented as a preci se nodel of how a particul ar econony functions, but
each is intended to shed sone |ight on the issue at hand.

Inboth cases this methodis crucial tothe nature of the critiques presented
because it is through this nmethod that the partial character of the objects of the
respectivecritiques arereveal ed. Wttgenstei ndenonstratedthelimtedcharacter
of the argunment of the Tractatus by expressing it as a |l anguage-gane and conpari ng
t hat | anguage-ganme with others. Simlarly, Marx showed the Iinited character of
capitalist relations by contrasting themwith alternative systenms of production.

According to Wttgenstein, the practice of philosophy produces
nm sunder st andi ngs because it attenpts to give a universal account of the nmeaning
of words and propositions outside of their ordinary enpl oynent: "phil osophica
probl enms arise when | anguage goes on holiday" (Wttgenstein, 1958, p. 19). An
i mportant aspect of Wttgenstein's criticismof the manner i n whi ch phil osophy has

been carried out is that it lacks a certain materialism because it abstracts
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| anguage i nto an i deal real and i gnores the everyday practices in particul ar uses
of | anguage occur.

In the German | deol ogy, Marx nakes a sinmilar point:

The phi | osophers woul d only have to dissol ve their | anguage into the

ordi nary | anguage fromwhich it is abstracted, to recognizeit as the

di storted | anguage of the actual world, and to realize that neither

t hought s nor |anguage in thenselves forma real mof their own, that

they are only nanifestations of actual life (Marx, 1970, p. 118).

For both Wttgensteinand Marx, then, the connection between | anguage and concrete
fornms of Iife inplies a correspondi ng |inkage between theory and practi ce.

For both Marx and Wttgenstein the difficulty in recognizing the illusory
character of fetishizing and sublimng lies in the ubiquity of everyday life.
Wttgenstein says:

The aspects of things that are nost i nportant for us are hi dden because

of their sinplicity and famliarity. (One is unable to notice

somet hing -- because it is al ways before one's eyes.) (Wttgenstein,

1958, p. 50).

Simlarly, Marx argued with respect to comodity fetishismthat "If
we nake the mi stake of treatingit as the eternal natural formof social production,
we necessarily overl ook the specificity of the val ue-form and consequently of the
commodity formtogether withits further devel opnents, the noney form the capital
form etc." (Marx, 1976, p. 174). Here the peculiar character of capitalist
rel ations, which is the foundation for political econonmy, escape notice because
they are assumed to be natural and eternal.

As aresult, both Wttgenstein and Marx engaged i n what m ght be called the

nat ural hi story of human beings. . . . [Work i n progress - concl usi on at conf erence]
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