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I am going to present the work of the later Wittgenstein here as a philosophical anthropology, an account of human nature and the human condition, with deep commonalities with that of Karl Marx. Their work has been related before, but this often is confined to noting epistemological convergences, or on the other hand to giving a passing acknowledgement to the implicit theme of ‘linguistic alienation’ in Wittgenstein. I attempt to go beyond these analyses to show how a common architecture of self-alienation and self-enslavement is present in Wittgenstein (in language) as it is in Marx (in productive activity), and that it is based upon a relevantly similar philosophical anthropology. I’ll first set out a brief sketch of Marx’s philosophical anthropology and account of alienation, and then turn to my Marxian reading of Wittgenstein.

For Marx man a natural being, an ‘objective’ being, as he puts it, who depends on objects outside himself for the expression of his nature through productive activity. But he is not a merely limited being, he is also a conscious and free being.


Through his productive activity man creates his own world, through the progressive humanisation of nature from its initial, crude, 'unassailable' state into a humanised nature altered according to the needs of humanity. He also creates himself, through the refinement of initially animalistic needs into more humanised ones. Productive activity is thus the mediating element through which man creates himself and his world.

It is also the element through which man comes to gradually, throughout history, differentiate himself from other animals, insofar as he demonstrates increasing universality and consciousness in his production. Whereas in his initial state man is, like the animals, one with his life-activity, his work ultimately comes to be an object of his will and consciousness. Man is not one with his life-activity, he is related to his life-activity, whereas animals 'do not relate themselves at all.' As for Hegel, as Sean Sayers has written, for Marx labour thus involves a break with ‘the animal, immediate, natural relationship to nature.’ A distinctly human relationship to nature is established as work becomes an object of man’s will and consciousness, and mediated by universal concepts. 

‘The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness,’ Marx writes, ‘is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men—the language of real life.’ 

He explicitly connects the mediation of human life-activity by universal concepts with freedom  -‘only for this reason is his activity free activity’ – the implicit argument here apparently being that if I am not only working upon nature, but have a general concept of the thing I am creating, then I can imagine creating the thing with other material, or indeed creating another object altogether. Human productive activity is therefore free and purposive.

Whilst Marx has often been understood as relegating consciousness as a mere reflection of the material life-process, he is better understood as challenging the dichotomy between classical materialism and idealism. Reality, Marx says, is sensuous human activity and therefore consciousness is in some sense ingredient in what is actual – what humans produce embodies purposiveness and intention and thus man contemplates himself in the world he creates.
How does all this fit together with Marx view of man as a species-being? Marx writes: 

Man is a species-being, not only because he practically and theoretically makes the species – both his own and those of other things – his object, but also – and this is simply another way of saying the same thing – because he looks upon himself as the present, living species, because he looks upon himself as a universal and therefore free being.

From what has been said it is unlikely that Marx intends that, in his awareness of himself as a species-being, man is aware of sharing some invariant  and universal essence, which man ‘makes his object both practically and theoretically,’ as some interpretations have it. Rather than having a definite telos towards which to progress, man is that being who, through conscious and free productive activity, creates its own nature and its own world. As Stephen Mulhall puts it, for Marx, human nature is ‘a constantly receding goal towards which each member of the human species must aim.’ Thus although Marx shares an account of Labour with Hegel, he differs from him insofar as for Hegel, labour is just a ‘moment’ in the development of spirit towards its ultimate completion – absolute knowledge of the absolute reality, whereas for Marx the aim is the development of humanised needs as such and thus the never-ending open-ended development of human life-activity. Man is therefore at one with his nature when he ‘stands on the level of his possibilities’ as Petrovic says – that is, when the world is changed such that what Marx calls the ‘complete working-out of the human content’ is not something which is separated off from, and opposed to, individuals.
With the picture of Marx’s conception of human nature just sketched fits a view of his theory of alienation in which alienation is not seen as merely an account of those aspects of capitalism which frustrate certain truly human capacities, but rather as more fundamentally an account of a form of practice which ‘creates the domination of the non-producer over production and its product’ – this is how Marx reaches the conclusion that private property is in fact a consequence of, not the cause of, alienated labour. It is a form of interchange in which the complete working out of the human content is separated off from and opposed to the lives of individuals, because human beings produce in a matter in which each is indifferent to the other’s need as such. The ‘fundamental premise of private property’, Marx writes, is that man ‘produces only in order to have.’ Our product becomes ‘the means, the mediator, the instrument, the acknowledged power, of our mutual needs over each other.’

I want now to show how the later Wittgenstein’s account of man and alienation fits into this provisional sketch.

Wittgenstein is, of course, usually understood rather narrowly as a philosopher of language. But in his later work, the fundamental premise of his early logical atomism, namely the picture theory of meaning – in which language and the world share a logical form, or mirror one another, is superseded by a natural-historic, anthropological outlook. Language is not seen in terms of the isomorphic connection between propositions and the world their picture, but as an anthropological phenomenon. Wittgenstein described his philosophy this way: “What we are supplying are really remarks on the natural history of human beings.” Even mathematics is, as he puts it, ‘an anthropological phenomenon.’ Language is above all else a distinctively human activity which mediates our relationship with nature.

For Wittgenstein holds also that man is, to put it in Marxian terms, an objective being, a limited being, but also a conscious and free actor. He moreover holds, implicitly, that this consciousness and freedom is a fact which is only emergent in the development of the human animal through history, as we shall see presently.
To see how Wittgenstein shares this view with Marx, we must look at his nebulous notion of Lebensform or form of life. For once Wittgenstein moves against the picture theory of meaning, language becomes in a sense autonomous of the world. The rules governing the use of words – grammar – is in this sense arbitrary. The ‘aim’ of grammar is not to mirror some putative essence of reality, but is ‘nothing but that of the language.’ Wittgenstein must therefore spell out what constitutes the limits to our adoption of grammatical rules. Michael Dummett rather notoriously interprets Wittgenstein as a radical conventionalist, for whom there is properly ‘nothing which forces us’ to adopt a particular grammatical rule. On the other hand Bernard Williams holds that the bounds of sense of delimited ‘from within’ – and so the basis for language is not an actual agreement, as it is for Dummett, but a transcendental one.

Wittgenstein’s idea of agreement in form of life actually transcends these foundationalist and conventionalist poles, incorporating elements of both. It is not meant to be taken in a voluntarist sense, but neither is the agreement a transcendental precondition of the possibility of any linguistic representation whatsoever. On the one hand our language is made possible by certain brute natural facts – for instance, that we do not look at someone’s fingertip when they point to an object, as do cats (this makes possible ostensive definition), or that things do not shrink or expand for no obvious reason. On the other hand the very notion of grammar is intended to convey that language is conventional, social and cultural. Form of life here oscillates between naturalistic-foundationalist and cultural-conventionalist interpretations 
But it only does so as long as one supposes that the grammatical rules are external to the natural facts they rest upon. But there is rather an internal relationship here – what counts as a natural fact can itself only be so if it has a point in the language-game which rests upon it.

There is an internal relationship here, and there is therefore a dialectical relationship between language and the world. The world constrains our grammar, but in the other direction our grammar fixes the very notion of a “constraint.” The dichotomy thus dissolves when we consider man as an actor rather than a mere passive observer. Wittgenstein stresses the human, practical limitations to grammar’s arbitrariness – if you try to calculate differently, for example, ‘you do indeed get into conflict, e.g. with society; and also other practical consequences.’ Wittgenstein is enjoining us to look at how we might operate with a certain grammar, to see if it is practicable and hence sensical, for us.

Wittgenstein’s vision of language as a dialectical middle-way between these foundationalist and conventionalist moment brings him into the same position as Marx was in when he wrote the theses on Feuerbach – the foundationalist interpretation conceives natural facts, as Marx would say, ‘only in the form of the object or of contemplation’ and doesn’t see that they are internally related through practical human activity – that the actuality is sensuous human activity. The limits to spontaneity are nothing standing over against man, they are man himself, and in this way Wittgenstein’s man is, like Marx’s, world-creative and free.
For Wittgenstein, then, man is both limited yet implicitly free. This freedom is moreover an achievement of history. In his ‘Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough’, when discussing a primitive practice of venerating the oak tree, Wittgenstein writes:

One could say that it was not their union (the oak and man) that has given rise to these rites, but in a certain sense their separation. For the awakening of the intellect occurs with a separation from the original soil, the original basis of life. (The origin of choice.)
 

Here, in one of Wittgenstein’s only considerations of the historical emergence of ‘the intellect’, we find the distinctly Marxian theme of an original, animalistic ‘unity’ of man and life, in which ‘intellect’ does not yet figure, and a subsequent rupture or ‘separation’ through which man’s activity itself becomes an object of consciousness, through which ‘the intellect’ is awoken. For Marx, of course, this was a crucial development: ‘Only because of [having conscious life activity] is [man] a species-being.’
 And whilst Wittgenstein notes this fact in a more neutral tone, like Marx he too connects consciousness with freedom. (‘choice’).

So I want to suggest that it is Wittgenstein’s view of the human as having the possibility of transforming and creating his own world – his world of language – which provides the critical standard for his critique of alienation, and his vision of what James C Edwards has called the ‘sound’ human life.  

To understand this, it is helpful to look at one of Wittgenstein’s examples of ‘other tribes’ or deviant grammars – hypothetical examples of different ways of calculating, measuring, and so on. For example, his famous example of the wood sellers:

[W]hat if [the wood sellers] piled the timber in heaps of arbitrary, varying height and then sold it at a price proportionate to the area covered by the piles?

And what if they even justified this with the words: “Of course, if you buy more timber, you must pay more”?

For the Williams interpretation, such examples are not intended to express the empirical possibility of such alternative forms of life, but rather to demonstrate the limits of our mindedness—that there are no other possibilities.
 On the other hand such examples are taken as fuel for the conventionalist fire.
 The problem with both approaches is that they assume that such examples can be determined to be either possible or impossible purely from considering the example in isolation. This attitude is a vestige of Wittgenstein’s early view of language as involving the ‘isomorphic’ connection of logical form between objects and the world, and it profoundly misunderstands the later Wittgenstein’s approach to language. If the bounds of sense are not fixed absolutely, once and for all, then we certainly cannot determine a priori whether other practices would be practicable—sensical—for us. Such an example is not immediately possible or impossible, but rather is underdescribed – a practice abstracted from a wider whole. Can we not understand the wood sellers? Cavell has a long digression on this.

Does wood, given the way trees are felled and wood cut and stacked and transported in that place, “naturally” involve standard piles, so that logs are more trouble, i.e., more costly, to store and to load if they are strewn around; if for no other reason than that they have first to be piled, or piled again, before delivery? Then “a lot of wood” means something like “a bunch of wood”, a “non-pile”.

Or perhaps they simply do not calculate at all—there is just one price for piles of wood and another for non-piles—and they still call it ‘selling’?
 But we do similar things like this—in certain sales ‘[y]ou pay your money and take your choice, as … in buying Christmas trees when the good ones have been taken or when the time for selling them is running out.’
 Or perhaps we simply do reach the limits of our intelligibility with them; suppose, as Barry Stroud does, that we find that the wood sellers also think that a one-by-six-inch board all of a sudden increases in size when it placed on its six inch side as opposed to its one-inch side; or they also think that they themselves shrink when they stand on one foot instead of both. Our understanding may simply decline the more we enquire, the more we try to understand how we too could live like that.

If we find ultimately that an alternative practice is not sensical, practicable, for us then, from what has gone before we can say that it is not a natural fact about the world which determines this limit, but it is our own inability – because of the impracticalities, the oddity, or whatever, to go along with them.

It is a standing possibility – if language is to be possible at all – that such disagreements as those with the wood sellers may arise. To suppose that one can determine a priori whether an alternative way of measuring, for example, is sensical for us is a denial, as Stanley Cavell writes, of the human, of human finitude – it is to attempt to ‘empty out my contribution to words, so that language itself, as if beyond me, exclusively takes over the responsibility for meaning.’ It is a denial of man’s world-creative nature.

Of course the wood seller example is deliberately far-fetched. But in the area of, for example, moral argumentation, such disagreements are not distant theoretical possibilities, but are rather of the essence of the discourse.

It is important to see the affinities that moral argumentation has with the wood seller case; namely, that they both in different ways exemplify the idea of an appeal to what Wittgenstein calls ‘the kind of statement that we make about phenomena’, which, to reiterate, is always necessarily an investigation not of ‘mere’ sense and nonsense—as a ‘purely’ linguistic phenomenon—but always an investigation of ‘the spatial and temporal phenomenon of language’, that is whether something is practicable or acceptable to us in our actual life.
 On the Wittgensteinian view, then, the point of moral argumentation

… is not to determine whether [a claim to moral rightness] is adequate, where what will be adequate is itself given by the form of assessment itself; the point is to determine what position you are taking, that is to say, what position you are taking responsibility for – and whether … or to what extent, we are to live in the same moral universe.

What is the Wittgensteinian view (iterated here by Cavell) opposing itself to here? Which view is this which takes moral adequacy to be given ‘by the form of assessment itself’, or to be a matter of ‘whether you know our world’ rather than whether we can live in it together, ‘go along’ with one another? Well Kant’s, for one. Or John Rawls’ inheritance of him. Or utilitarianism. These theories purport to fix in advance of moral argumentation what is to count as a moral reason. E.g. that I could will my action as a universal law, or that my action entailed a net gain in utility. Morality here is about knowing the pre-ordained ‘rules of the game’; a claim to moral rightness is a theoretical question. 

Rawls’ ‘justice as fairness’ is an example of the type of moral theorising to which Wittgenstein’s view is opposed.
 Principles of justice that are to regulate the ‘basic structure of society’ are derived from an initial ‘fair’ situation, the original position, which is a kind of ‘procedural interpretation’ of Kant’s conception of autonomy and his categorical imperative.
 These principles are thereafter meant to ‘regulate all further agreements’; and significantly, this means that for Rawls, moral argumentation, or accusations of injustice in actual society, can only be raised if the aggrieved can prove that there is a disjuncture between the state of society and the antecedently derived principles of justice. On Rawls’ own view, institutions in actual society are held to be unjust only ‘to the extent that they depart from [the principles of justice as fairness]’.
 In this conversation of justice
 in actual society we therefore find the point at which, in Rawls’ theory, our mutual agreement is threatened or lost and where human relationships must be repaired. But on Rawls’ terms, all that is at stake is whether the aggrieved ‘knows the world’, and whether her claim carries weight depends only on ‘the form of assessment itself’, rather than whether, as fellow finite speakers of language, we can accept her claim as intelligible, whether, perhaps, her claim involves an extension of ‘justice’ which we can accept but which nevertheless falls outside the ken of Rawls’ principles. 

In this scene of moral disputation there is, for Wittgenstein, the same possibility of alienated action present in Marx—the alienation ‘of a self from itself through itself’. That is, a form of (linguistic or communicative) interaction in which the intention of the parties is not a human one; not human because it is an actual or concrete denial of our nature as language users (with all that this entails) in practice. We foreclose the possibility of an open-ended search for understanding because we ‘sublime the logic of our language’, or succumb to our temptation for the absolute, the metaphysical. We thereby externalise or alienate language; we make it, in practice, not ours.

Just as, for Marx, a self-alienated form of interaction constitutes our production as private property, and therewith ultimately creates a consolidated power above us, out of our control, so Wittgenstein seems to be identifying a similar sort of interaction in which a certain human tendency (to satisfy the demand for the absolute) makes private what we say, makes language a kind of private epistemic property to which I suppose myself to stand in a privileged, theoretical relationship. The issue for me is then whether I know the world—for instance, whether I know the principles of justice, the rules of the game. The tendency is antithetical to the project of determining whether a person’s moral claim is acceptable, or whether an alternative grammar, an alternative people, are a possibility for us—whether we can go along with them; it is therefore quite properly described as a denial of the human, or self-alienation.

One consequence of Wittgenstein’s treatment of linguistic alienation is that, unlike in Marx, our common human nature is not obviously realised abstractly in any specific set of institutions (i.e. private property, division of labour, etc.), but is realised in a more elusive way. We see this most obviously in philosophical theories, as in Rawls’ ‘justice as fairness’, above. Man’s nature as a language-using animal, and the flexibility, and world-creativity that this entails, is here something realized only in an abstract way, divorced from and opposed to the concrete existence of individuals. That is, in the original position. We had supposed that we were users of language, but here we find that we have come into its possession; that our claims to injustice only have validity insofar as they reflect, as it were, some of the light from the original position, the heaven of our universality as language users. 

In everyday life this implies a de-centred critique of alienation compared with Marx’s institutionally centred one.  Because language is not ‘some non-spatial, non-temporal chimera’, but a ‘spatial and temporal phenomenon’,
 our actual and material relationship to nature, this self-alienation has concrete consequences for human relationships. Just as self-alienation for Marx creates ‘second-order mediations’ like private property, the capitalist division of labour, and so on, so this self-alienated linguistic interaction creates a similar kind of second-order mediation; our relationships to one another may become mediated by inhuman concepts which have long since lost their purpose, which now thwart our interests rather than expressing our nature.
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