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Noam Chomsky and Ludwig Wittgenstein represent two major and
fundamentally different approaches to the relationship between language
and thought. Both are widely regarded as seminal figures whose reflections
on language have been transformative within their respective fields. Yet in
what crucial respects do their views on language diverge, and why is a
comparison between them philosophically significant? A comparative
examination of their thought, independent of any prior commitment to
either position, is valuable in its own right, since attention to the extent and
depth of the divergence between these two lines of thought provides
important insight into major currents in contemporary philosophy and
linguistics. Chomsky’s mentalistic approach to linguistic rules brought
about a revolutionary shift in linguistic studies, whereas, slightly earlier,
the later Wittgenstein’s views provoked serious debates among his
philosophical contemporaries and gave rise to a novel direction in the
philosophy of language. Wittgenstein’s innovative approach to language
developed along a path fundamentally opposed to Chomsky’s
revolutionary program in linguistics, insofar as Wittgenstein redirected
philosophical attention away from the inner domain of the mind toward
outward behavior, social practices, and forms of life. Employing an
analytic method and drawing primarily on the works of these two thinkers,
this article focuses in particular on their respective conceptions of grammar
and linguistic rules and examines some of their central arguments. The
analysis shows that essentialism in Chomsky’s thought, and its rejection in
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, constitutes a fundamental difference in
their approaches to language. This fundamental divergence, in turn, carries
significant implications for social issues, including the nature and
possibility of dialogue.
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Extended Abstract

This article examines the contrast between two fundamental approaches to language, grammar,
and rule-following in the thought of Noam Chomsky and the later Wittgenstein. Although both
Chomsky and Wittgenstein are among the most influential thinkers of the twentieth century,
their conceptions of the relationship between language, mind, rules, and society diverge in a
profound and systematic way. The aim of the article is not to take a prior partisan stance in
favor of either position, but rather to elucidate the depth of this divergence and to explore its
theoretical and social implications.

In the later philosophy of Wittgenstein, language is understood as a social activity that
acquires meaning through “language-games” and within the context of “forms of life.” To
speak a language is to participate in a rule-governed practice, a practice whose rules are not
grounded in the individual mind but are stabilized through collective activities and shared
social habits. The analogy between language and games serves both to emphasize the social
character of language and to make room for the plurality of rules and linguistic systems. Just
as different games are governed by different rules, languages and language-games are
characterized by a multiplicity of grammars. Accordingly, the later Wittgenstein distances
himself from the idea that there exists a single, unified set of linguistic rules—an idea that can
be found in early analytic philosophy and even in his own earlier work, most notably in the
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.

By contrast, Chomsky adopts a mentalistic and essentialist approach to language. Through
his critique of behaviorism and conditioning-based explanations, he argues that neither
language acquisition nor linguistic competence can be adequately explained without positing
innate mental structures. His theory of Generative Transformational Grammar, and in
particular the notion of Universal Grammar, expresses the view that the fundamental principles
of language are shared by all human beings and are rooted in the biological structure of the
brain. From Chomsky’s perspective, language is primarily an internal phenomenon, and what
appears in speech and writing is the external manifestation of an underlying, innate cognitive
system.

Chomsky’s theory of Universal Grammar maintains that, despite their surface differences,
natural languages are based on a common core of principles and constraints. This core
determines both the target state of language acquisition and the limits of linguistic variation.
By appealing to children’s remarkable capacity to acquire their native language and by
employing the Poverty of the Stimulus Argument, Chomsky concludes that linguistic
experience alone is insufficient to account for this capacity. Consequently, innate linguistic
structures must be presupposed. On this view, language acquisition is less a matter of learning
than a process of the automatic growth or maturation of a mental organ.

This mentalistic picture of language stands in direct tension with the later Wittgenstein’s
account of rule-following. In his well-known discussion of rule-following, Wittgenstein shows
that if following a rule is understood as an internal process based on mental interpretation, it
leads to an infinite regress: every interpretation itself requires a further rule to determine how
it is to be applied. The result of this regress is that no ultimate fact remains to determine what
counts as following a rule correctly. For Wittgenstein, this demonstrates that rule-following
cannot be grounded in the private domain of the mind.
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Saul Kripke’s influential interpretation of this argument—commonly known as the
“Wittgensteinian paradox”—sharpens the challenge. The famous “plus” and “quus” example
illustrates that there is no fact about an individual’s past behavior or inner mental states that
can determine which rule they were following. This conclusion poses a serious difficulty for
Chomsky’s conception of language as an internal system of rules or principles, since the
distinction between correct rule-following and error would no longer have an objective basis.

Wittgenstein does not advance this argument in defense of skepticism. Rather, his aim is to
show that the criteria for rule-following are established in social practice. A rule has meaning
only in its actual use, not in private interpretations or hidden mental structures. Rule-following
is an activity that takes place in the public domain, within a framework of shared agreements
and social norms. For this reason, Wittgenstein rejects the very possibility of “private rule-
following.”

This fundamental difference in the conception of rules is closely connected to the
transformation of Wittgenstein’s view of logic and grammar. In the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus, logic is conceived as a single, a priori system that mirrors the structure of the
world. In his later works, however, Wittgenstein abandons this conception and moves toward
the idea of a plurality of logics. Logic is no longer an abstract and universal system, but
something that emerges from the grammar of language-games and from diverse forms of
human life. Within this framework, “grammar” is not merely a set of syntactic rules; it is a
normative system that determines what counts as meaningful or meaningless, and what kinds
of conceptual relations are possible.

For the later Wittgenstein, grammar thus replaces the unitary logic of the Tractatus, and
“logical necessity” is reduced to “grammatical necessity”—a necessity that is grounded neither
in the nature of the world nor in the structure of the brain, but in forms of life and in practical
human needs. This approach challenges Chomsky’s essentialism and mentalism, while at the
same time acknowledging the plurality of languages, logics, and forms of rationality.

Finally, the article argues that this disagreement is not merely theoretical, but has significant
social and cultural implications. Chomsky’s unifying approach to the fundamental rules of
language tends toward a form of rational monism, whereas the later Wittgenstein allows for the
recognition of diverse modes of reasoning, language, and human life. From this perspective,
the contrast between Chomsky and Wittgenstein reflects two competing images of the human
being: one defined by a mind endowed with a single linguistic essence, and another whose
language and rules are shaped within the context of collective and plural forms of life.
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