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Every philosophically inclined reader of Proust will be persuaded that the great book is at least partly
concerned with certain philosophical ideas, and perhaps not only illustrates them but does something to establish
their truth. Unquestionably the central philosophical theme in the book is bound up with the phenomenon of
involuntary memory as exemplified so decisively by the madeleine episode. But how is it that this seemingly isolated
and anomalous phenomenon can reveal, in one fell swoop, the whole secret of a man's life, the secret of art, and so
much more besides? Proust himself tried to explain, and so have many others after him. But few philosophers. And I
think the matter does admit of greater analytical clarity than has so far been achieved in the critical literature that I
am aware of.

 In this paper I will attempt to achieve this by appealing to Wittgenstein's account of aspect-perception. As
in the case of Proust's use of the madeleine, what may at first seem to be a relatively isolated topic proves an
apotheosis of much of the philosophical substance of the work. I suggest that the primary lessons that Wittgenstein
draws from the phenomenon of aspect-perception can explain why Proust could have presented the madeleine
episode as the key to his great book. I suggest further that this can help us to see something that has often been
proclaimed, but much less frequently demonstrated: that some philosophically important points are more readily
understood, their significance more readily appreciated, in the context of artistic literature.

I begin by explaining what Wittgenstein, in my view, took the nature and significance of aspect-perception
to be. Aspects don't "teach us about the external world", as Wittgenstein put it using scare quotes. The verbal
expression of an aspect-perception, as when we say "that's a rabbit" of the passing cloud, lies outside the language-
game of reporting, of conveying information. But aspects are not merely subjective, in the sense that all is well if I
see it and you don't. The report of an aspect is not a mere report of how it is with me, but it does not report a
property of the object either. It occupies a kind of unclaimed frontier between the subjective and the objective,
experience and the world; it is, indeed, the most conspicuous case of the intersubjective. What we are struck with,
when we see an aspect, is our own power of conceptually-informed seeing, of bringing the concept to the object, as
Wittgenstein puts it. Yet when we do this, we reasonably expect that others will join us in precisely the way that
according to Kant, we reasonably expect the sharing of aesthetic response more generally. This is connected with
Wittgenstein's famous aphorism: "[I]f language is to be a means of communication then there must be agreement
not only in definitions but also in judgements". His point is that the very possibility of language depends, not on there
being basic rules, "rails to infinity" that we grasp in some kind of foundational cognitive act and which rationally
determine the correctness-conditions of our judgements, but on our contingent propensities to go on to the new
case in similar ways. Shared propensities for aspect- perception show us that such intersubjective propensities are
not only necessary for language, but outrun anything already provided for, even if only implicitly, by language. In
Kantian terms the significance of aspect- perception is that it reveals the faculty of spontaneity is essential to all
meaningful experience as such - as autonomous, but non-capricious and shared. I isolate six Proustian themes and
explain them in terms of aspect-perception, understood as above:

- Interpenetration is the human tendency to infuse things, places, events and especially people with significance and
value that is borrowed from others.
- Multiplicity is the occasionally bewildering absence of unity that things tend to exhibit when analysed, that is, when
we try to understand them by means of close scrutiny of the thing in isolation from the context in which its meaning
and unity is spontaneously experienced.
- Projection is the human tendency to infuse things with qualities, significance and value according to subjective
psychological need; projective fantasy in the Freudian sense is the centrally dramatic case.
- Contextualism. Interpenetration occurs largely amongst things insofar as they are contingently situated together, in
such a way that the meaning or value of an object cannot survive its detachment from the relations within which they
were originally attributed to it .
- The Ideality of Art. As for Croce or Collingwood, aesthetic properties can be explained only in terms of the
experiences of the subject. Proust was convinced that this does not undermine the intersubjective validity of art; the
conviction gains credit from Wittgensteinian aspect-perception.
- The Subjectivity of Unity. That a personality, place or social group is not a mere contingent aggregate but
embodies an essence is a prerequisite of the experience of meaning or value in the thing, but, exactly as it is in the
case of art, it is a fabrication of the subject. Proust's book is indeed philosophically ambitious. The significance of art
is precisely that by exercising our value and meaning-generating capacities so deeply and in so many dimensions, it
reveals to us our actual axiological relation to reality namely that insofar as it means something to us, is beautiful or
valuable, it does so or is so only by virtue of our own mental activity. This is a limited idealism; it appertains only to
the human world, that of meaning and value. The reality of the self, meanwhile, consists not in a combination of
those materials that get synthesized in experience, but in the synthesizing agent.


