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wvassed.

Is there a place for certainty in aesthetic experience? This
guestion begs qualification. It would seem more natural, or
philosophically interesting, to ask for the place of certainty
pot in aesthetic experience so much as in aesthetic
Judgment.

Philosophical discussion of aesthetic experience typically
revolves around what kinds of objects elicit what kinds of
responses — or what forms, isolated by the observer (or
listener, etc.) in her apprehension, invite the focus of spirit
to dwell on the peculiar mode of reaction we call aesthetic
experience. Clive Bell's Art (1914) is a classic example of
this approach. I'd like to suggest that, to the extent that
Wittgenstein's mature philosophy offers a therapeutic way
out of some conundrums stemming from taxonomic expec-
tations regarding philosophical description of experience in
general, this is also true of the facts of aesthetic experi-
ence. This might be hinted at by examining the possible
application of ‘certainty’ to aesthetic experience.

In §353 of On Certainty, Wittgenstein describes a for-
ester that asks his men to cut down a certain number of
trees. He indicates by ostensive gestures which ones
should be cut down. And he adds: “And | know that this is
a tree”. In a way, the figure of the vemunftige Mensch, of
the rational man, thus asserts a basic proposition of the
forester's belief system, one that is supposed to be true for
all his men — but that, strangely enough, should not be as-
serted in that context. To pass that proposition over in si-
lence, as an ellipsis, is part and parcel of the language
game in place. Otherwise, it would suggest the need for
verification in ignorance of what would count as verifica-
tion. We could say: the tree itself! But the game does not
provide for this possibility, except in a couple of special
circumstances (hallucinations, thought experiments 2 la
Gettier, fictional scenarios, etc.). Forbidden in normal
situations, the occurrence of the assertion suggests a le-
gitimate question as to the verification that would resolve
the ignorance hinted at by the certainty expressed in the
assertion. One of the forester's men reasonably asks him-
self- “But the forester simply knows that this is a tree, with-
out examining it, or asking us to do so?".

His good faith made him thus fall into a trap. For, at this
moment, crucially, practice is interrupted. The forester
could be said to want to do justice to facts ("the most diffi-
cult” philosophical task, as Wittgenstein says in his com-
ments on Frazer) but in a dogmatic, not a descriptive man-
ner, one that violates the criteria of the use in question.
And in so doing, somehow those very facts are drained of
meaning. The experience of meaning (Bedeutungserieb-
nis) is thus emptied. By uttering a proposition stemming
from the most basic layers of the systems of belief or veri-
fication in which the experience is anchored, and by doing
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so with an attitude of certainty, the forester undermined the
possibility of cooperation between vast regions of systems
of propositions and concepts. For how to keep believing
the forester who suggests, if obliquely, such doubt? Except
in special situations, or jokes, beliefs in most of the things
we know without making this knowledge explicit operate in
silence. They form webs of connections of meaning,
through intermediary links (Zwischenglieder), with different
degrees of proximity — that is, they form systems (as the
systems of propositions of the early 30s), even if open sys-
tems (unlike the systems of propositions of the early 30s).

We could say that it is precisely because | do not deduce
certain fundamental certainties (a deduction whose pro-
cess could be analyzed) that they are fundamental and
form webs of systems (OC §417). And by being made ex-
plicit in the verniinftige Mensch's fashion, they cast a fog
of doubt, not over calculation mistakes, measurement im-
precisions, memory flaws, etc., but over the kind of partici-
pation of the speaker in the very form of life in question.
But I'm suggesting a further step: there are non-dits which
should remain non-dits and must only be shown — if we
want to do justice to facts. If this interdiction of assertion is
violated, this must be done exclusively — in normal con-
texts — for therapeutic purposes.

Let us return to the aesthetic experience. When we say
of an object that it is beautiful (or some other such quality),
do we thus assign a quality to it? Or do we want in es-
sence to say that it pleases us, or causes some such aes-
thetic effect in us? In this last case, we don't describe the
object proper, the “lines and colors™ of its volumes (bi- or
tridimensional, etc.), but we give it a characterization that
depends on our relation with it, one that is no longer re-
ducible to, or even expressible by means of a sensory de-
scription — in contrast to the core of modern aesthetics. As
Wittgenstein notes in 30.03.1947 on the effect of certain
opera: “You gesture with your hand, would like to say: ‘of
course!™ (MS 134 78) — and here we seem to find the
same kind of emphatic acquiescence presiding, for exam-
ple, the massive acceptance of Darwin's theory of evolu-
tion: "The certainty (‘of course') was created by the enor-
mous charm of [the theory's] unity” (LA 11l. 32). Wittgen-
stein calls this an atfitude — and places this attitudinal di-
mension on a level that is more fundamental than any
considerations of verification might express.

A skeptic could doubt the possibility of the establishment
of a standard of taste, occurring through a mode of pres-
entation bearing the mark of certainty. But suppose the
intervention of the skeptic is in terms of doubting the cer-
tainty that | am having an aesthetic experience as such,
irrespective of the specific aesthetic quality of the object of
such experience from the viewpoint of a regional aesthet-
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ics — assuming the Grammar provides for these aesthetic
games. All that this intervention could then accomplish is
to undermine the experience of meaning as such. The
situation is analogous to the case of the forester who as-
serts his belief that he is pointing fo trees when pointing to
trees. By wanting to do justice to the facts with inadequate
instruments of description, the philosopher analyst tears
the fabric of the very facts under philosophical description,
undoing their characteristic lived experience. This is a typi-
cal case of throwing the baby out along with the bath wa-
ter.

Who is this unfortunate child thrown out with the water of
the analytic bath? Its name is said in many ways — and it
would be interesting to survey these, from 29 to 51. One of
the first would certainly be the notion of ‘familiar experi-
ence’, occurring in the manuscripts of the Philosophical
Grammar. One of the last ones, in the latter manuscripts,
would be the notion of Geist, Spirit — together with the no-
tions of 'subtle shades of behavior', ‘the soul of words',
and activating philosophical operators adjunct to the con-
cept of Aspect (aspect-blindness, dawning of an aspect,
picture-object [Bildgegenstand], etc.). The survey of the
names of our dropped-out child, and correlate concepts,
would make up a conceptual constellation of an Aesthetics
inspired by Wittgenstein. But before we say some final
words on what such Aesthetics could look like, let us give
voice once more to the skeptic. Around §200 of the PI
Wittgenstein stages dialogues on the activity of following a
rule, and on teaching and leaming. In §213 two voices in-
tervene:

“But this initial segment of a series could obviously be
variously interpreted (for example, by means of alge-
braic expressions), so you must first have chosen one
such interpretation.” - Not at all! A doubt was possible
in certain circumstances. But that is not to say that | did
doubt, or even could doubt. (What is to be said about
the psychological ‘atmosphere' of a process is con-
nected with that.)

Only intuition could have removed this doubt? — If intui-
tion is an inner voice — how do | know how | am to fol-
low it? And how do | know that it doesn't mislead me?
For if it can guide me right, it can also guide me wrong.
((Intuition an unnecessary evasion.)) (Pl 213)

Note that the second character, clearly a therapeutic one,
seems to be in a paradoxical position. On the one hand,
she recognizes the logical, modal possibility of doubt — but
adds: this does not mean that | could doubt, The second
‘can’ is also an instance of the mighty logical ‘kann’. How-
ever, the difference between both uses of the modal ‘can’
is that, in the second use, the philosopher takes into ac-
count the spirit of the game, its characteristic atmosphere,
the wider institutional context of the lived experience of
that meaning. The conclusion, certainly exasperating to
lovers of crystals, is the paradox of saying that | could
doubt but | could not doubt. The interdiction of the second
character amplifies the logical space to include the anthro-
pological or cultural dimension of the experience of mean-
ing — without however twisting the philosophical nature of
the commentary of experience into sociology or cultural
studies. Why? Amongst other reasons, because its exam-
ples also have the nature of thought experiments, and not
of empirical conjectures. They are thought experiments
regulated by the Grammar of the spirit of the rituals, in the
realm of phenomenological problems. We think here even
of the rituals of mathematics, of logic, of science — to which
underlie, as well as in the case of the rituals of ordinary
life, an attitudinal aesthetic dimension. It is no wonder that
the paragraph ends in a characteristic manoeuver of the
dogmatic voice towards introspection, with the therapeutic
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voice then replying by calling attention to the logical di-
mension of criteria.

Let us finally turn to the notions of aesthetics and aes-
thetic experience in the Lectures on Aesthetics (LA).

Wittgenstein begins his course on aesthetics by noting
that the subject matter cannot be mixed up with traditional
aesthetics, an investigation of aesthetic qualities and
judgments. Running against the grain of the traditional syl
labus, he remarks that, in most situations where we find an
aesthetic experience, this kind of expression (of quality
attribution, of judgment) does not occur. On the contrary:
we usually find a language much closely associated with
the language of right and wrong, typical of games of pre-
cise gradations. Now, this seems once again paradoxical,
since aesthetic distinctions are seldom precise in the
sense of measurement games.

If | say of a piece of Schubert's that it is melancholy,
that is like giving it a face (I don't express approval or
disapproval). | could instead use gestures or [Rhees)
dancing. In fact, if we want to be exact, we do use a
gesture or a facial expression. (LA 1. 10)

What the language of aesthetic experience shows us is
that what is at stake are not operations of the kind that
would be regulated by standards of taste. Recall that in
modern times this was the grain of the discipline, spread
by institutions like the 17 Century Italian Academy of the
Good Taste. Much more than standards of aesthetic judg-
ment expressed by aesthetic adjectives, what is at stake is
a characteristic lived experience, an attitude regarding ob-
jects and situations, or, as the philosopher says in his
comments on Frazer, an attitude regarding - or expressed
by — a ritual of a form of life. This mode of description ac-
commodates much better a_phenomenon that philoso-
phers of aesthetics in the 20™-Century were keen to ac-
count for: the fact that certain families of art works seem to
operate within identity criteria less and less linked to their
facticity (lines and colors of their volumes), and more
linked to the context in which they were presented (the
“artworld”) and to certain non-observable properties, espe-
cially the “theories” that intrinsically accompany the objects
(the “institutional theory” of art).

The word we ought to talk about is 'appreciated’. What
does appreciation consist in?

If a man goes through an endless number of patterns in
a tailor's, [and] says: "No. This is slightly too dark. This
is slightly too loud", etc., he is what we call an appreci-
ator of material. That he is an appreciator is not shown
by the interjections he uses, but by the way he
chooses, selects, etc. Similarly in music: "Does this
harmonize? No. The bass is not quite loud enough.
Here | just want something different...." This is what we
call an appreciation.

It is not only difficult to describe what appreciation con-
sists in, but impossible. To describe what it consists in
we would have fo describe the whole environment,
(LA 1. 18-20)

Between aesthetics and anthropology, it seems that aes-
thetic experience can be seen, by the philosophical com-
mentary on meaningful experience, as an interesting key
to read the philosopher’s latter philosophical step: that of
expanding the field of criteria of concepts, propositions and
beliefs to the lived experience of the form of life. In the final
analysis, the soul of words could be seen as an aesthetic
experience. And perhaps beyond that we could not ven-
ture ourselves. We can only immerse ourselves in its
framework: the bedrock of our life.
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