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Abstract

The later philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein is interpreted by some commentators
as realist, while others regard it as idealist. Each of these camps supports its
interpretation by citing specific passages from his works. The first group primarily
bases its argument on ideas such as the centrality of ordinary understanding and
everyday language in Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language. In contrast, the
second group emphasizes the primacy of language over any form of theorizing and
interprets language as playing a subjective role in his work. Beyond these two
camps, a third group of interpreters understands Wittgenstein’s thought as neither
realist nor idealist. This group argues that Wittgenstein rejects the kind of
metaphysical theorizing characteristic of the history of philosophy and therefore
cannot be aligned with either idealism or realism. In this paper, after presenting the
reasons advanced by all three groups of interpreters, | defend an idealist
interpretation based on two main points. The first concerns understanding idealism
in Wittgenstein’s thought through his notion of family resemblance. The second
concerns how idealism can be attributed to Wittgenstein’s philosophy in a way that
does not conflict with his rejection of metaphysical theorizing.
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Introduction

The later philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein has been interpreted in markedly different ways. Some
commentators regard it as a form of realism, while others understand it as a variety of idealism. Each
of these positions is supported by reference to specific passages from Wittgenstein’s later works.
According to the first group, Wittgenstein should be read as a realist because of his emphasis on
ordinary understanding, common sense, and the role of everyday language. By contrast, the second
group stresses the primacy of language in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy and interprets language as
playing a constitutive or subjective role in shaping our understanding of reality.

Beyond these two approaches, a third group of interpreters maintains that Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy can be classified as neither realist nor idealist. From this perspective, both realism and
idealism are metaphysical doctrines, whereas Wittgenstein’s later work is explicitly opposed to
metaphysical theorizing of the kind traditionally found in the history of philosophy. According to this
view, any attempt to situate Wittgenstein within these classical metaphysical categories misconstrues
the therapeutic and anti-theoretical aims of his philosophy.

In this paper, after presenting the main arguments advanced by these three groups of commentators,
I defend an idealist interpretation of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy based on two central claims. First,
| argue that idealism, as applied to Wittgenstein, must be understood as a family resemblance concept
rather than as a unified metaphysical doctrine. Second, | show how idealism can be attributed to
Wittgenstein in a way that remains consistent with his rejection of metaphysical theorizing.

A central question raised in the literature is whether Wittgenstein ultimately rejects realism.
Commentators have offered two broad answers. On the one hand, philosophers such as Sabina
Lovibond, in Realism and Imagination in Ethics, argue that Wittgenstein should be understood as a
realist. On the other hand, a number of commentators interpret his later philosophy as anti-realist or
idealist in orientation.

In general, realism is understood as the view that seeks to minimize the dependence of reality on the
human subject. Idealism, by contrast, is characterized by its emphasis on the priority of the subject or the
mind in relation to objects and reality. Among those who offer an idealist reading of Wittgenstein’s later
work are Bernard Williams, G. E. M. Anscombe, and Jonathan Lear. Some of these commentators draw
parallels between Wittgenstein’s later philosophy and Kantian transcendental idealism. Following the
publication of Bernard Williams’s influential paper “Wittgenstein and Idealism” (1973), idealist
interpretations of Wittgenstein became increasingly widespread.

Nevertheless, a number of prominent philosophers have explicitly rejected the idealist reading of
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. Thinkers such as Peter F. Strawson, Norman Malcolm, and Derek
Bolton argue against interpreting Wittgenstein as an idealist. Strawson maintains that Wittgenstein is
neither a realist nor an idealist but should instead be understood as a social naturalist. Bolton
emphasizes the importance of a philosophy of life in Philosophical Investigations. Malcolm, for his
part, argues that Wittgenstein’s references to actual or imaginary cultural diversity undermine any
transcendental or idealist interpretation of his philosophy. From Malcolm’s perspective, there is no
evidence of idealism in Wittgenstein’s later thought.

Similarly, 1lham Dilman (2002), Hans-Johann Glock (2007), and Daniéle Moyal-Sharrock (2017)
reject the claim that Wittgenstein is an idealist. All three authors, either implicitly or explicitly,
associate idealism with the view that human subjects are the creators of reality. Glock, in particular,
argues that in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy there is nothing that is antecedent to truth in a way that
would support idealism. According to Glock, the world and its objects exist independently of the
human mind, and any idealist interpretation is therefore alien to Wittgenstein’s later work.

Glock further maintains that three central aspects of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy are
incompatible with idealism: the argument against a private language, Wittgenstein’s critique of the
transcendental idealism of the Tractatus, and the pragmatic and anthropological perspective adopted in
his later writings. From this standpoint, while human beings create language and culture, their
activities take place within a world that is not itself created by them.
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Dilman likewise rejects idealist interpretations of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. He argues that
commentators such as Williams overemphasize similarities between Wittgenstein and Kant while
overlooking important differences between their respective philosophical projects. According to
Dilman, these differences undermine attempts to classify Wittgenstein as an idealist in any traditional
sense.

Moyal-Sharrock also denies that Wittgenstein is an idealist. Although she acknowledges that
Wittgenstein understands concepts as projections of human practices onto nature, she insists that
nature itself exists independently of the human mind. On her interpretation, nature contains no
concepts, systems, or general structures in itself; it simply exists.

In response to both realist and idealist interpretations, some commentators conclude that
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy stands in opposition to both positions. One reason for this view is that
realism and anti-realism alike are metaphysical theories, whereas Wittgenstein consistently resists
metaphysical explanation.

Against this background, | argue that an idealist interpretation of Wittgenstein can still be defended
if idealism is understood as a family resemblance concept rather than a single, unified doctrine. This
understanding allows us to acknowledge the fundamental differences between Wittgenstein’s
philosophy and traditional forms of idealism, such as Kant’s, while still identifying idealist features in
his later work. Wittgenstein’s idealism, understood in this sense, shares certain characteristics with
traditional idealism—most notably, the denial of the complete independence of objects from
subjective elements. However, unlike classical idealism, Wittgenstein’s approach is grounded in
ordinary language and human practices and is not intended to support metaphysical theorizing.
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1. Peter F. Strawson

2. Norman Malcolm

3. Derek Bolton
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1. concept
2. outline
3. facts and concepts
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e 4 0Ll b Se)ls Jbge 5 o35, len > ddyy meplie opliiiSis ol 1 ol ply
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1. basic facts

2. basic worldly dough

3. classifications

4. fact-constructivism

pplis 5 pdn aSl AUS ol pablie ded &S Cung s —Sgyli Jbge pemds bl p— opliiiSiy s oSS 5l andl 0
(Moyal-sharrock 2017: 221 c.usgly 5) bl pizels

6. conceptualization

7. autonomy
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oplbe (55l Conb ulnly 5 38 b Copb (LA oSS 5l A8 ol o5 Ly
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(Wittgenstein 1977: § 302) «..5 )l

1. isomorphism

2. correspondence
3. derivation

4. inference

5. justification
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oS ;1 (Moyal-sharrock 2017: 223) .Cuus puadb] (slizo & Log3) ey 5 pulie bl
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1. give-and-take
2. Truth
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1. belief therapy
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1. family resemblance concept
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