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Abstract

This dissertation is an attempt and, if you will, a temptation to engage with the ‘disturbing’
prospect of the truth of skepticism. All of Stanley Cavell’s works refer to the truth of skepticism,
and yet the discourse surrounding this concept is sparse and often engaged minimally. The truth
of skepticism is that “the human creature’s basis in the world as a whole, its relation to the world
as such, is not that of knowing, anyway not what we think of as knowing.”* In order to make
sense of what he means by what “we think of as knowing” Cavell provides a philosophical
framework in which to understand skepticism and what it threatens: through his notion of
“criteria” taken from Ludwig Wittgenstein; the concept of the “ordinary” derived from the works
of J.L. Austin; and the “search for community” as a problem of “acknowledgement” or
“avoidance” as opposed to a problem of knowledge. I argue that the “standard” (Stephen
Mulhall’s) reading of Cavell fails to fully account for the truth of skepticism and | propose
reading Cavell as a Nietzschean Versucher — one who attempts and searches endlessly, never
fully embracing any particular view. By reading Cavell in this way, | explore how to do genuine
philosophy and consider how to address the role of traditional epistemological problems in the
face of Cavell’s framework.

Beyond the traditional philosophical questions of skepticism, | address how the theoretical
musings of the first half of the dissertation can be used in practice — or one could say how they
reflect on the ordinary. Following Cavell, | connect philosophy and art as sister disciplines
concerned with similar problems such as epistemological skepticism itself. To show these
connections | analyze two plays and three films: Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale and Othello,
alongside The Philadelphia Story (1940), Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004), and Her
(2013). By engaging these pieces with Cavell’s philosophical framework in mind, I show how
sexual jealousy is a form of living one’s skepticism in a real context that cannot be so easily
dismissed by philosophers who claim that the skeptic’s position is somehow empty, confused, or
nonsense. By showing how the threat of skepticism is a part of our ordinary lives, | conclude by
considering how we might recover from our skepticism.

Skepticism is not the end, it is the beginning.

! The Claim of Reason, p.241
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1.0.0 Introduction

“If not at the beginning of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, since what starts philosophy is
no more to be known at the outset than how to make an end of it; and if not at the opening
of Philosophical Investigations, ... How shall we let this book teach us, this or anything?”
— Cavell, The Claim of Reason, p.3.

My aim for this dissertation is no less than an attempt at acknowledging the depths at
which the truth of skepticism is a part of being human. The truth of skepticism is the idea that
“the human creature’s basis in the world as a whole, its relation to the world as such, is not that
of knowing, anyway not what we think of as knowing.” It seems to me that such an endeavour is
missing in our philosophical education and that this has grave implications for how we treat one
another as philosophers and people. Engaging skepticism at this level requires not only an
analysis of some of the traditional conceptions of skepticism, but also a sincere engagement of
the intellectual tools provided by the late Stanley Cavell. As far as I'm concerned Cavell is one
of the few people who have come to terms with the immortality of skepticism, its importance for
doing genuine philosophy, as well as living a good life.

For anyone who has read the first sentence of The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein,
Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy, one will likely note, first, that it’s quite a convoluted
sentence to start a book with, and second that because he starts in this manner, it should be
evident from the outset that philosophical priority is at the core of his concerns. Likewise, this
dissertation is also concerned with the question of philosophical priority. What makes Cavell’s
contribution as interesting as it is important is that unlike many others who would impose some
form of priority — i.e. a rigid methodology for coming to answers — Cavell intentionally and
explicitly wants to do away with the notion of priority. In other words, for Cavell, and as | hope
to show for me, there is no singular “space” in which to begin a philosophical investigation. This
lack of priority, while freeing in a sense, also makes it harder to formulate a clear conception of
Cavell’s philosophy since, in a sense, we should be able to “begin” anywhere. What this also
entails is that there is likewise no clear indication as to where things “end.” This is not so much a

problem as it is a challenge.

2 Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1979), p.241.



Consequently, I have chosen the following structure to present my work. First and
foremost, the dissertation is divided into two major “parts” Part I and Part II. Part I is, in many
ways, equivalent to a master’s thesis on how | read Cavell where | am establishing both my
interpretation of Cavell, as well as engaging the secondary literature to establish my position
relative to the “standard.” While interesting, my overarching concerns are not about “proving”
that my interpretation is correct or attempting to “refute” other views. | may provide plenty of
reasons for rejecting some views, but as I hope to show throughout, I don’t think the business of
refutation is all that helpful towards achieving understanding between peers. As such, as |
formulate ideas through the first two chapters in Part I, I move rather quickly. This is not a
companion reader to Cavell, as | am not interested in explaining all of his ideas (there are far too
many of them and many could take the center of their own dissertation). Instead, | focus
primarily on explaining his notion of “criteria,” which he takes from Ludwig Wittgenstein, his
understanding of the “ordinary,” which he takes from J.L. Austin, his notion of “searching for
community,” and his controversial concept of “the truth of skepticism.” I move through
explaining the bulk of these topics in my first chapter (1.1.0 Criteria) in quick succession and
take the bulk of the second chapter (1.2.0 Defining Skepticism) to explain the truth of
skepticism.

In the second chapter, | highlight key features of our traditional approach of responding to
the skeptic: some philosophers rely, more often than not — and justifiably or not — on ad hominem
attacks against the skeptic. This response from some philosophers, | show, is puzzling, and
potentially disheartening. It is not merely that many philosophers reject the skeptical conclusion
— there is no harm in rejecting a thesis — my concern is that many philosophers reject the skeptic.
This comes from various formulations surrounding skepticism: under most circumstances the
skeptic is treated with mistrust, but then beyond that we have claims about the skeptic
themselves — that they do not make “sense”, that they are “irrational”, that they are attempting to
“speak outside language games,” etc. Under the worst case | consider, the skeptic is treated as
someone who is incoherent, obscure, and lacking in any substance worth taking seriously.* My
work here is an attempt at addressing this blatant disrespect towards those of us who develop
their philosophical ideas under the influence of skepticism. Within this overarching claim, | more

explicitly show how Cavell must be understood as taking the truth of skepticism with the utmost

% See my discussion in 1.2.1.



seriousness. By the end of the second chapter, I show that the “standard” interpretation of Cavell,
as championed by Stephen Mulhall, fails to account for the truth of skepticism in Cavell’s work.
However, my goal here is not so much to reject Mulhall as it is to explore the depths of
skepticism. One of the considerations that Cavell pulls from the depths is that skepticism is
“forced upon us.” * If skepticism is thrust upon us against our will, it is discouraging to think that
for some it could be so easily dismissed by claiming it is “nonsense” and yet for the individual
under the thrall of skepticism this dismissal remains an impossibility.

The third chapter is where | begin a tonal shift from the preceding sections. While up until
this point the bulk of my analysis focuses around addressing Cavell and his secondary literature
directly, | take a moment to both reflect on my own method, and also on the ways in which
Cavell’s work expands far beyond addressing “criteria” and “skepticism.” Ultimately, criteria
and skepticism are connected — two sides of the same coin, | suggest — yet this connection also
contains an inherent tension. According to Cavell, skepticism comes about when our criteria fail
us and this failure has potentially devastating consequences under the right (or wrong)
circumstances. The consequences Cavell is concerned with takes the form of tragedy.

While I give a proper introduction to Part Il later, there are a few things | would forewarn.
In some ways the remainder of the dissertation can be seen as an exploration of tragedy, although
this might be a bit of an over simplification. Where Part | is a lead up from philosophical
considerations surrounding criteria and skepticism to the concept of tragedy, Part 11 takes tragedy
as its starting point. This can be seen by the fact that I connect Cavell’s notions of “criteria” and
“skepticism” with Alva Noé€’s (simpler) ideas of “organization” and “re-organization” as I
discuss art as a philosophical practice. However, one should quickly realize (if not based on
subject matter alone, then based on the very different kinds of examples | consider) that the
scope of tragedy is quite vast. For this reason, after my discussion of art, | narrow the scope,
first, by examining Cavell’s notion of the “comedy of remarriage” and eventually, a discussion
surrounding sexual jealousy.

There are two things | would like to address about Part 1l before moving on. First, for any
readers who are less interested in traditional problems surrounding philosophy of language and
epistemology yet have an interest in art, tragedy, cinema, sexual jealousy, or discussions

surrounding relationship structures generally, | recommend reading Part Il first. This should

* The Claim of Reason, p.139.



allow for an easier understanding of Part | which is latent with philosophical baggage that might
otherwise discourage a reader less comfortable in engaging Cavell directly (like non-
philosophers). Second, just as Part | might be difficult to grasp for non-philosophers, | suspect
Part 11 might be just as jarring — or more so — for philosophers. | am, quite explicitly, taking a
gamble in Part Il. One theme that runs throughout this dissertation is the concept of
“acknowledgement,” which, roughly speaking, is something we desire in the form of a
community; a wish for the acknowledgement of a community. In the second half of the thesis, |
am putting my own philosophical musings on display; | am seeking community. This personal
approach will be jarring to some, but I contend that ultimately it is something we could use far
more of in philosophy. What | attempt to provide in this dissertation is a path. | do not imagine it
is a path all would or should follow, but I offer a path that can be followed.

Working on this material through the Covid-19 pandemic has been a taxing endeavour, but
with the support of loved ones | have managed to not only develop as a philosopher and writer,
but 1 would like to think as a person. While they often belittle their abilities to engage my work, |
want to formally thank three of the most important people in my life at this time: Jessica Wallis,
Charlotte Noxon, and Jessica Parant. They helped me maintain my sanity through these difficult
times and directly contributed to the development of many ideas found in this dissertation.
Without the care, patience, and insights they provided me, this dissertation would not be what it
is today — their influence, while often un-citeable, are peppered throughout. 1 would also like to
thank my committee members Vincent Bergeron, Nigel DeSouza, and Charles LeBlanc for
taking part in the review of this (I suspect) unusual thesis, with a special shout out to Nigel for
being capable of lifting spirits in the darkest of times. Outside those directly involved, 1 would
also like to thank Mitia Rioux-Beaulne whose guidance and kindness throughout my graduate
studies were invaluable to me. Of course, | must also thank Patrice Philie for without him, |
might never have heard the name “Cavell.” T would especially like to thank Patrice for his
patience and diligence on keeping me on the path during my mental health crisis in 2018.
Finally, I would like to state a general thank you to all the people who looked at different parts of
the thesis and project at various points. From the biggest to the smallest pieces of feedback, all of
them are precious to me — they provide the kernels of acknowledgement that | need to keep

advancing.



Part One: The Coin

1.1.0 Criteria

Cavell is indebted to two thinkers for his philosophical growth: Ludwig Wittgenstein and J.
L. Austin. Both philosophers are taken as key figures in the tradition of “ordinary language
philosophy”, but it should be made clear from the outset that Cavell differentiates himself from
this tradition and has no interest in maintaining the conclusions often ascribed to that school of
thought, namely to the conclusions that epistemological skepticism is nonsense or confused. In
fact, his project can be seen as a response to some old, but nevertheless still relevant (for my
purposes), interpretations of Wittgenstein that contend he attempts to refute skepticism. Cavell
claims that “One misses the drive of Wittgenstein if one is not ... sufficiently open to the threat
of skepticism (i.e., to the skeptic in oneself); or if one takes Wittgenstein ... to deny the truth of
skepticism.” As such, if neither Cavell nor Wittgenstein is in the business of refuting
skepticism, one might naturally ask what it is they are doing. — But surely, they cannot be
supporting epistemological skepticism! — the equivalent of philosophical suicide, the end of
thought (as far as some traditional epistemologists are concerned). This entire project of
epistemological skepticism that stipulates that the world must either consist of Truth (certainty)
or Nothing, is a fictional dichotomy. What Cavell shows with the help of Wittgenstein is that
skepticism is not so much a philosophical position as it is a human experience. The truth of
skepticism is a natural part of our lives in the same way that love, doubt, surprise, avoidance, or
joy are perfectly natural experiences. | argue that the truth of skepticism is integral to Cavell’s
philosophy because it is directly tied to criteria, the very backbone or foundation of our
language. It is by discovering the limits of criteria, of our language, of our form(s) of life, that we
encounter skepticism: “the fate of criteria, or their limitation, reveals, I should like to say, the
truth of skepticism — though of course this may require a reinterpretation of what skepticism is or
threatens.”®

To seriously understand skepticism then, | must first explain criteria and the role they play
so that it can become clear what skepticism is and what it threatens. To do this, | begin by

presenting a Cavellian interpretation of some passages from the Philosophical Investigations. In

® The Claim of Reason, p.47.
® Ibid., p.7.



contrast, I consider Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein in order to address some concerns and
further elaborate on Cavell’s conception of criteria. Subsequently, I consider how Austin fits into
the picture as Cavell’s stepping stone into the “ordinary.” Finally, | address the search for

community with all the aforementioned considerations in mind so as to establish how to properly

understand the truth of skepticism as being a part of the human condition.

1.1.1 Wittgenstein

Something that is important to note is that logistically | could engage many of these
considerations in a different order. The problem with reading Cavell is that before any particular
component can be understood, one must also have a grasp of the whole. In isolation, Cavell’s
remarks on criteria might seem detached or lacking in concrete substance. Once pressed far
enough, however, it should become clear that Wittgenstein’s criteria are integral to how we view
the world.

The simplest and crudest way to understand criteria, | think, is to imagine the case of
instruction or teaching (an example I return to frequently). It is a common experience or trope for
anyone who spends any time around children to be familiar with a case where a child asks the
question “why” incessantly. There is a point at which our answers come to an end where all the
instructor can say is “this is just the way things are” or “this is just what we do.” Now there are
cases where the child may ask the question “why” when we simply don’t know: “why do we
exist?” The best answer | can think of is there is no reason.” Obviously we have explanations,
but that’s a different sort of question. For example, there are questions such as “why do we call a
dog a dog?”” One might describe cases in which it is correct to identify a quadruped of the genus
Canis as a dog, but this doesn’t answer the question of why so much as how. This is how we
identify a dog. Why we call dogs “dogs” is because this is what we call them. Again, we can
explain how we historically came to use the word, but that’s not why. We could say that the
criteria for what a dog is are these descriptive qualities such as being a quadruped of the genus
Canis, with such and such characteristics and able to breed in such a way — the answers we give

when we no longer have a reason why.

" There is of course a biological explanation as to how humans come to be, but this doesn’t tell us why. There could
be a divine plan. Yet, even in the case there is the point where the child may still ask “but why did God make it s0?”
to which the instructor can only say “because it is God’s will” or “because God knows what is best.” One could still
push the question further, but theological problems are not my concern.



| find this caricature of criteria is helpful towards understanding Wittgenstein, but the
example 1 used is not of the type he is ultimately interested in. The criteria for identifying an
animal will not somehow lead us to skepticism. This is important to note because Cavell notices
that there is something “strange and familiar” about the notion of Wittgensteinian criteria. It is
familiar in the sense that in order for us to understand what he means by “criteria” it must rely on
our regular meaning of the word. If by “criteria” he meant something like “aberration” we would
have a hard time understanding him and heavily scrutinize his word choice. Cavell remarks that
there is “the trivial fact that the notion of a criterion is an everyday one and the somewhat less
trivial fact that Wittgenstein’s account of it, while not exactly the same notion, is dependent on
the everyday one.”® Before pressing further, there are two things motivating Cavell’s subsequent
moves: 1) he is aiming to answer the question, “What are Wittgensteinian criteria supposed to
do?”® and 2) he is responding to, what he calls, the Malcolm-Albritton view. The Malcolm-
Albritton is the view that criteria are meant to establish certainty. What is “strange” about
Wittgensteinian criteria is that his views about criteria cannot possibly lead use to certainty. So
bearing this relation to its ordinary use, what kind of criteria is Wittgenstein concerned with?

Cavell’s attempt at a definition of criteria (generally) is the following: “criteria are
specifications a given person or group sets up on the basis of which (and by means of, in terms of
which) to judge (assess, settle) whether something has a particular status or value.”*° I take this
to be the “ordinary” understanding of criteria that Wittgenstein must rely on. So, trivially, in my
example of identifying a dog, we rely on some set of definite descriptions as criteria for
determining whether something is a dog. However, what is more interesting (and important) is
determining the ways in which Wittgenstein’s use diverges. Particularly, Cavell remarks that
Wittgenstein’s use of criteria only involves cases in which no standard is involved:

In no case in which [Wittgenstein] appeals to the application of criteria is there a separate
stage at which one might, explicitly or implicitly, appeal to the application of standards. To
have criteria, in his sense, for something’s being so is to know whether, in an individual
case, the criteria do or do not apply.™

The examples where Wittgenstein applies the term “criteria” are cases where we cannot appeal to

an authority or a set of rules. In other words, Wittgenstein is concerned with the cases where all

® The Claim of Reason, p.6.
° Ibid.

% 1hid., p.9.

1 bid., p.13.



we can say is “this is just the way it is — these are the criteria we rely on.” An example of
something Wittgenstein would not be interested in would be to ask “what are the criteria for
moving the queen in chess?” In this case you can appeal to a rule book, expert, or instructor on
chess. Instead, he is asking the type of question “can you play chess without a king?” In the latter
case, we must already know that a king is required in order to play the game. In fact, we find the
latter question odd, since playing a game of chess without the king, we could say, is no longer
playing chess.

A second difference between the ordinary use of criteria and Wittgenstein’s — the way in
which it is “strange” — is that the “object” in question, with respect to criteria, only involves
those which “neither raise nor permit an obvious question of evaluation or competitive status.”*?
An example of criteria that would permit a question of evaluation or competitiveness would be
such as when someone employs the move “castling” in chess where a player can move the king
two squares towards a rook and then move the rook to the square over which the king crossed.
Someone who is less familiar with the rules would have to consult a rule book or veteran of the
game in order to verify the move’s legitimacy. Alternatively, Cavell lists off a number of issues
Wittgenstein raises that do not involve evaluation or competitiveness such as pain, reading,
thinking, and following a rule. In each case, these concepts are not special — they occur normally
and without any sort of appeal to an external source — they are familiar to us. With these
“objects” in mind, Cavell raises a problem for the Malcolm-Albritton view (or any view that tries
to attain certainty through Wittgenstein): “If these concepts require special criteria for their
application, then any concept we use in speaking about anything at all will call for criteria.”*
Cavell continues, “Wittgenstein's insight, or implied claim, seems to be something like this, that
all our knowledge, everything we assert or question (or doubt or wonder about . . .) is governed
not merely by what we understand as ‘evidence’ or ‘truth conditions’, but by criteria” and then
adds that “Criteria are not alternatives or additions to evidence.”** In other words, if a concept as
basic as “thinking” or “experiencing pain” requires criteria in order to understand them, then all
concepts will require such criteria. If we did take “criteria” to serve the same function as
“evidence” then, in a sense, views like the Malcolm-Albritton view would be using “criteria” to

stand in for the traditional epistemological concept of “justification.” Consequently, such views

2 The Claim of Reason, p.14.
3 1bid.
¥ Ibid.



would be susceptible to the classic infinite regress problem: if every concept requires
justification or criteria, then each justification will require further justification or criteria, ad
infinitum. We would fall prey to the endless trap of seeking out criteria to justify our other
criteria, but if this is how Wittgenstein meant for us to understand criteria, then he doesn’t have
much to teach us. This is just traditional epistemology.

Cavell presses further: “Without the control of criteria in applying concepts, we would not
know what counts as evidence for any claim, nor for what claims evidence is needed.”** Criteria
are how we apply rules, norms, words, and so on. One way to look at it would be to say that
criteria are how (descriptively) we typically do things. The criteria for thought or pain are not
things we seek evidence for (unless pushed by the traditional epistemologist) and yet we feel
comfortable in identifying them. You know what it means for you to be in pain and you know
when someone else is in pain without appeals to justification. Asking for justification for
someone’s pain is an odd question. Comparably, it would be like asking a philosopher for
justification for modus ponens — at best, the person you’re asking will just groan in response.

Nevertheless, I have not yet said what criteria are as much as what they are not.
Furthermore, one could ask how we came to have these vaguely described conceptual building
blocks. Apart from Cavell’s definition of criteria (broadly understood) the clearest definition of
Wittgensteinian criteria comes from David Macarthur: “criteria are ‘our’ shared criteria for the
application of concepts that competent speakers are perfectly familiar with: ... everyday things,
actions, objects and events.”'® An assumption that has been implicit so far is that we all share the
same criteria. Therefore, there is a question to be asked about both how we come to have the
same criteria as well as whether or not there can be disagreement: how did we all come to be
able to identify pain behaviour? Can someone be pain-blind (unable to identify it in the way |
do)? To explore these questions I now turn to Kripke, whose answer is that it comes down to a
matter of agreement. I show, however, that “agreement” is too shallow of a concept to explain
the depths of criteria and claim instead that Cavell’s concepts of “community” and “attunement”

offer a better account.

1> The Claim of Reason, p.14.
18 Macarthur 2014, p.9.
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1.1.2 Kripke: Agreement v. Community

Saul Kripke (1982) is another interpreter who offers an interpretation of Wittgenstein that
includes a sort of acceptance of skepticism. Since Cavell offers an unconventional interpretation
of Wittgenstein and his own commentary on Kripke,*” I compare his interpretation to Kripke’s as
a way of working out more details about Cavell’s position (and as some evidence of literature
review). While I speak critically of Kripke’s interpretation, I am not interested in refuting his
ideas. What | am interested in is explaining Cavell’s view. Where | ultimately take issue with
Kripke is that | understand his interpretation as pushing the notion of criteria onto the concept of
“rule-following.” His idea is that we follow rules by coming to communal agreement (criteria)
which allows him to “bite the bullet’ of skepticism. What this would entail is that our criteria are
the result of people (humanity or a specific community) coming to an agreement about our
application of criteria (what we mean by “pain,” “thinking,” etc.). But according to Cavell, while
Kripke’s interpretation is internally coherent, his treatment of “agreement” is too shallow; it
drastically overestimates rule-following while underestimating the ordinary. | agree with
Cavell’s assessment because after reviewing Kripke’s book after working on Cavell for a few
years I have come to recognize that “Kripkenstein” as it is colloquially referred to, is something
like ‘Cavell lite’. His views come close to Cavell’s and yet they are somehow incomplete.

In order to set up the discourse between them (and to save words), consider how Cavell
breaks down Kripke’s major claims from Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language as
follows:

1) The concept of a rule is fundamental to the Investigations.

2) A certain kind of example produces an experience we recognize as skepticism; namely
examples where justification comes to an end and all we can say is “I am inclined to
do/believe X.”

3) The solution to the skeptical paradox is to come to communal agreement in a particular
way.

4) Scholarship up until this point has been too preoccupied with the “private language
argument” and instead, the sections (§243 and onward) are an application of the
problem of sensations.

17 Stanley Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome: The Constitution of Emersonian Perfectionism,
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1990).
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5) §243 onward and the traditional “private language argument” are meant to address the
“especially unnatural”*® problem of sensations and mathematics (philosophy of mind
and philosophy of mathematics).

Instead of repeating all of Cavell’s arguments, I address his response to (1) in detail so as to
expand on Cavell’s reading of Wittgensteinian criteria, which leads directly into responding to
(2), namely that the types of examples Kripke uses to produce skepticism are bad examples. |
also examine (3) in order to introduce the concept of the ordinary. As for the other claims, in
response to (5), Cavell argues that because his response to (1) shows that rule following is not
fundamental to the Investigations, there is nothing “unnatural” about sensation and mathematics
to be concerned with (so of no interest to me). Conversely, Cavell is perfectly happy to accept
(4) that scholarship has misused the sections involving the private language argument. What |
intend to show through the following discussion is that Kripke commits the same error
Wittgenstein accuses Augustine of in the Investigations: they both fail in their descriptions of the
child’s relation to language, and consequently the world.

One of the major differences between Cavell and Kripke’s interpretations comes down to
how they read 8201 of the Investigations. It is, in fact, one of the few direct quotes that Kripke
uses in the main part of his book. Cavell’s objection to Kripke is rather pointed: read the
remainder™ of §201 and one should realize that rules cannot be the fundamental part of the
Investigations.

This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule, because every
course of action can be made out to accord with the rule. [Kripke stops here] The answer
was: if every course of action can be brought into accord with the rule, then it can also be
brought into conflict with it. And so there would be neither accord nor conflict here. ...
[passage continues].

While Kripke interprets this section as implying that rule following is central, Cavell points out
that it can equally be understood to show that rule following is insufficient to address skepticism
since “the facts about possible interpretations of a rule are not sufficient to cause skepticism
(though they may play into a skeptical hand, one that has already portrayed rules and their role in
language in a particular way).”20 Put another way, for Cavell, simply because there are multiple

ways to interpret any given rule does not result in undermining knowledge as such.

'8 Saul A. Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), p.79.
19'S0 as not to be deceptive, Kripke does consider the remainder of the quote that | cite presently around page 55 of
his book, but one should note, if you read on, that the criticism still stands.

% Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, p.68.
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My claim is that the discrepancy between their interpretations comes down to whether or
not they realistically produce skepticism. While I go over Cavell’s notion of skepticism later, |
start by explaining how Kripke fails to produce skepticism. Let’s look at the major example
Kripke considers: plus vs. quus. For Kripke, the idea is that when we apply the rule of addition,
or “plus” and go to ‘extend’ this notion into the future, we can never justify this extension. By
‘extension’ here, I mean applying a concept again in the future such as how we first learn to add
smaller numbers (2 + 2 = 4) and later ‘extend’ the notion (5 + 26 + 129.50 + 71 = 231.5).
According to Kripke, we can never justify this extension because we cannot know if in the past
we were really applying the ‘rule’ of addition or “quaddition.” For Kripke’s purposes,
“quaddition” functions essentially as addition until the sums reach a certain threshold at which
point all quaddition results default to ‘5°. What’s more, when Kripke is ‘confronted’ by the
skeptic, as he presents them, the suggestion is that the skeptic (insanely, | would say — see 1.3.3)
tells Kripke that he “always meant” “quus” instead of “plus” in the past. That is to say, when |
first learned the rule of addition, I cannot be certain | did not actually learn the function of
quaddition, or at least I cannot rule out this possibility. He even claims that “the sceptic’s
hypothesis is not logically impossible.”** # Stating it quite clearly, he claims “This, then, is the
sceptical paradox. When | responded in one way rather than another to such a problem as
‘68+57’, I can have no justification for one response rather than another” and “there is no fact
about me that distinguishes between my meaning ... ‘plus’ ... and my meaning nothing at all.”®

Put aside the details for a brief moment. Imagine this: someone approaches you and tells
you that you don’t actually know whether you properly applied the concept of “addition” in the
past because you cannot distinguish it from another rule — “quaddition.” If | were to hazard a
guess, | imagine most of us would ignore this person or, depending on our relation to them, we
might just roll our eyes. So | ask both deliberately and somewhat rhetorically: is this really the
kind of skepticism Wittgenstein was concerned with? Is this sufficient to produce skepticism?

| think not, and for a very specific reason; the actual end of §201: “But one should speak of
interpretation only when one expression of a rule is substituted for another.” At first, one might
not see the contradiction here, but if we suppose that the rule being substituted must be

reasonable on some level — some might say “natural” as opposed to “forced” — then Kripke’s

! Kripke, 1982, p.9.
22 Stephen Mulhall makes a very similar move in his interpretation of Cavell. See 1.2.4.
2 Kripke, 1982, p.21.
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formulation becomes suspicious. Whatever the “quus” example shows, it cannot succeed because
no one is this kind of skeptic. Why would anyone suppose a “quus” function was involved? Even
if such a person existed, their skeptical experience surrounding mathematics is not going to
convince me, or many others | expect, of anything. Kripke is aware of this, of course, yet his
answer is that ultimately this only shows “We act unhesitatingly but blindly.”* | propose instead
that this is how Kripke is drastically underestimating the ordinary — a concept that requires
further examination.

Kripke’s interpretation requires one to see Wittgenstein’s philosophy as a puzzle to be
solved, first as a search for the paradox, and then as a search for a solution. Cavell claims instead
that the Investigations should be read as “perfectly straightforward — or as straightforward (say
undigressive) as any can be with spade turned, empty theses, no agenda to complete.”? This
claim reveals two key features of Cavell’s reading, the first and obvious one being that Cavell
takes Wittgenstein as straightforward as possible, but more interestingly and consequently, that
we take Wittgenstein at his word when he says things like “If someone were to advance theses in
philosophy, it would never be possible to debate them, because everyone would agree to them.”?°
There are no theses in philosophy for Wittgenstein; instead, philosophy is about defusing
confusions by examining linguistic frameworks. This is to take Wittgenstein to be a kind of
quietist.

Taking Wittgenstein straightforwardly also exposes a conflict in Kripke’s account with the
text of the Investigations. First, Kripke considers an individual in isolation and whether in
isolation someone can follow a rule.?” Wittgenstein claims that “To think one is obeying a rule is
not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey a rule “privately’.”?® As Kripke points out, this
is because my mere ‘belief’ or (the ‘inner’) ‘mental state’ that I’'m following a rule cannot
constitute following a rule since | could be mistaken. Since following a rule cannot be done in
isolation, Kripke turns to rule following in a community, particularly in a student-teacher
context, where a teacher instructs their pupil on how to follow a rule. At this stage there is no
issue. Under Kripke’s account, the student seeks admittance into the community by trying to

answer questions involving matters such as simple addition or following a series of numbers. If

* Kripke, 1982, p.87.
 Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, p.79.
26
8128
T Kripke 1982, p. 87-90.
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the student answers correctly, then they are admitted into the community, but if they fail, then all
the teacher can do is repeat the exercise over again. The problem is that the student resembles the
child from Augustine’s self-description that we find at the beginning of the Investigations:
training, unobserved, and isolated.

what strikes me about Augustine’s description is how isolated the child appears, training its
own mouth to form signs (...), the unobserved observer of our culture. The scene portrays
language as an inheritance but also as one that has, as it were, to be stolen, anyway in
which the capacity and perhaps the motivation to give it.”%

Kripke does not keep Augustine’s image of the child in mind in his explanation and instead
provides a very similar example of what Wittgenstein is guarding us against: the conception of
language as the child learning in isolation. If anything is to be taken away from Conditions
Handsome and Unhandsome it is that when reading the Investigations we must not forget the
child — the very first example Wittgenstein considers.

While Kripke attempts to escape this problem by appealing to the community, the child is
still an outsider looking in. Under his interpretation when the teacher is instructing their student
and the student fails to follow a rule, there is a point where the spade is turned — bedrock — and

%0 \whether the student was either failing to follow the rule or

so then the teacher “judges
committing an error. Likewise, the student is “entitled”" to seek admittance into the community
by demonstrating how they follow a rule. The community (the teacher) decides whether an
individual (the student) can be admitted to “participate in the life of the community and in

communication”>? 233

or whether they are judged a “madman.

This usage of the terms “judge”, “entitled”, and even “licenced” are, for Cavell,
misunderstandings of the role of the community. This explains why Kripke believes that rule-
following is the key to Wittgenstein, since he frames the admittance into the community as
following rules as “tests,”* but this is not what Wittgenstein describes. This also addresses
attempts one might make in defending or amending Kripke’s interpretation if someone wanted to
point out that Kripke can’t be describing how we actually decide who is in or outside a

community. Primarily because this isn 't what we “actually” do. By interjecting this notion of

2% Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, p.99.
% Kripke 1982, p. 89-92.

3 1bid., p. 90.

% Ibid., p. 92.

* Ibid., p. 93.

* Ibid., p. 92.



15

judgement or licencing, Kripke is returning to the traditional problem of justification, whether
this was his intention or not. He is claiming that one is justified in making a claim insofar as they
have passed the test. Instead, when Wittgenstein describes the child and the teacher where
reasons have reached bedrock he claims only that he is “inclined to say: ‘This is simply what |
do’.”* Wittgenstein is not “entitled” to anything here. He is not seeking justification.

I cannot help but view Kripke’s account of the Investigations as akin to an undergraduate
lecture — and let me emphasize, this is not necessarily a bad thing. It is not that Kripke is wrong
in his analysis, but much like how we simplify and categorize philosophers so as to make them
more accessible to students, it seems as though Kripke has reframed the content much in the
same way as one might unintentionally describe Wittgenstein as a behaviourist in lectures: even
if Wittgenstein is not a behaviourist, you’re on the right track (or at least not necessarily on the
wrong one) if you think he could be. What | mean by this is very simple. If | were to explain
Cavell’s position to someone who had never encountered him before, | might try and explain our
relation to criteria as something similar to — but not the same as — “convention” or “tacit
agreement.” If we understand “agreement” as being conventional, then we get closer to Cavell’s
position (ignoring the matter of rule-following for a moment):

The conventions we appeal to may be said to be “fixed”, “adopted”, “accepted”, etc. by us;
but this does not now mean that what we have fixed or adopted are (merely) the
(conventional) names of things. The conventions which control the application of
grammatical criteria are fixed not by customs or some particular concord or agreement
which might, without disrupting the texture of our lives, be changed where convenience
suggests a change. ... They are, rather, fixed by the nature of human life itself, the human
fix itself, by those “very general facts of nature” which are “unnoticed onley because so
obvious”, and, | take it, in particular, very general facts of human nature.®

I take the emphasis here to be about how this sense of “convention”, while correct, is a loaded
term that brings with it the idea that it is ‘merely’ conventional. The kind of agreement or
convention that Cavell is pressing for is not a matter of us coming to terms and explicitly
agreeing over how we use words. He is not discussing agreement about our grammar like how
the Académie Francaise might agree over whether an Anglicism should be accepted into regular
use. This is not a matter of convenience for any given group, but something more fundamental.

He suggests that

% §217.
% The Claim of Reason, p.110.
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Wittgenstein’s discovery, or rediscovery, is of the depth of convention in human life; a
discovery which insists not only on the conventionality of human society but, we could
say, on the conventionality of human nature itself, on what Pascal meant when he said
“Custom is our nature” (Pensées, 889); perhaps on what an existentialist means by saying
that man has no nature.*’

Wittgenstein’s concern, and therefore Cavell’s and my own, has to do with criteria
understood as the bedrock of our language — one might say the requirements for speaking. These
are components of human life that are shared amongst humans, and so while they are
“conventional” these are features not unlike the existentialists’ (de Beauvoir and Sartre)
conception of “freedom.” While we are free to make our choices in life — in a radical way — it is
nevertheless the case that we have a very basic kind of human condition. This idea of ‘bedrock’
or most basic human condition — where explanations come to an end — is, according to Cavell,
our criteria. What | am suggesting is that our conventions, and particularly criteria do not come
from communal agreement but (jumping ahead) from attunement or acknowledgement. Kripke’s
treatment of “agreement” is too shallow; it drastically overestimates or perhaps misunderstands
rule-following while underestimating the ordinary. The ordinary, for Cavell, is the source of our

criteria; the ordinary is what we are attuned to or acknowledging. Let me explain.

1.1.3 Austin and the Ordinary

“we shouldn’t treat the ordinary with reverence, as if we re latter-day Wordsworthians.
Not only not with reverence, but to see, to highlight in what we accept, that the ordinary is
violent. When Wittgenstein says of the ordinary that philosophy leaves everything as it is,
I'm taking this as an assertion that the actual ordinary is precisely not something that
philosophy has left as it is. Philosophy has joined in the . . . (1 wish | could have a verb for
Violent’) . . . in the making violent of the world: the thing that politics means by the world
having become a scene of power.” — Cavell in “Stanley Cavell in Conversation with Paul
Standish” p.166

What is the ordinary and what does it tell us about criteria? Answering this question will
not only shed light on criteria, but also on Cavell’s intellectual relationship with Austin. This is
because Cavell takes his concept of the ordinary from Austin and from Wittgenstein, the school
of ‘ordinary language philosophy.” Our criteria for knowledge do not come from communal

agreement as Kripke would have us believe but from what Cavell calls our attunement or

%" The Claim of Reason, p.111.
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acknowledgement; our “criteria are ‘our’ shared criteria for the application of concepts that
competent speakers are perfectly familiar with: ... everyday things, actions, objects and
events.”*® Yet, while Cavell is proposing that there is a truth to skepticism, Austin was
adamantly against any such notion. According to Austin, it has been shown “that many
traditional philosophical perplexities have arisen through a mistake — the mistake of taking as
straightforward statements of fact utterances which are either (in interesting grammatical ways)
nonsensical or else intended as something quite different.”*® Skepticism, of course, falls within
this category of traditional perplexities. He rejects skepticism because the kinds of doubts and
concerns raised by it (that our conception of certainty is at risk) do not arise in ordinary
discourse: “Speaking generally, it is always necessary that the circumstances in which the words
are uttered should be in some way, or ways, appropriate.”*® According to Austin then, the
skeptic’s doubts are inappropriate given the circumstances in which they are employed. Yet,
Cavell observes that the ordinary language philosopher has no special authority over what is
considered ‘ordinary.’ This entails that the skeptic has just as much authority over what is
considered ordinary discourse. Austin’s objection fails to take skepticism seriously and it is this
revelation that exposes the complexity of the ordinary.

Getting clear on Cavell’s conception of the ordinary leads to a discussion on determining
how far Cavell agrees with and where he parts with Austin. There are at least two ways in which
to interpret Cavell which | divide by the engagement or seriousness with which an interpreter
takes the truth of skepticism. First, there is the ‘standard interpretation’*, offered by (but not
limited to) philosophers such as Stephen Mulhall*? and Michael Williams.**** Second, there is an
alternative, or ‘skeptical’, interpretation that | have found in the works of David Macarthur® and

Andrew Norris.*® Both interpretations agree on the first steps required to understand Cavell’s

% Macarthur, David. “Cavell on Skepticism and the Importance of Not-Knowing.” Conversations: The Journal of
Cavellian Studies, vol.2, pp 2-23. (uOttawa Open Access, 2014), p.9.

% J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), p.3.

“0 Austin 1975, p.8.

*! Macarthur 2014, p.4. See also p.3 and footnote 7.

“2 Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell: Philosophy's Recounting of the Ordinary. (Oxford University Press Scholarship
Online, 1994/2011).

¥ Williams, Michael. Unnatural Doubts: Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Scepticism. (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1991).

* Macarthur also includes Marie McGinn (1991) and Barry Stroud (1984).

> Macarthur, 2014.

“® Andrew Norris, Becoming Who We Are: Politics and Practical Philosophy in the Work of Stanley Cavell (Oxford
Scholarship Online, 2017).
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philosophy, such as how he takes his notion of the ordinary from his readings of Wittgenstein
and Austin. What | argue, in conjunction with my explanation of the ordinary, is that the
standard interpretation fails to move beyond Austin. Of course, Mulhall does not see himself as
presenting an Austinian Cavell, but the ways he describes Cavell’s criticisms of skepticism and
traditional epistemology are too similar to Austin to ignore. Skipping ahead, maintaining that the
skeptic is confused or misusing language would be to fall prey to the same objection Cavell
raises against Austin. But first, back to the ordinary.

To Austin’s credit, there must be something correct about saying that the skeptic is not
speaking ordinarily. If, while having lunch, a colleague jokingly steals a french-fry and asks,
“but was the french-fry ever really there?”” | might scoff refusing to take the words seriously.
Obviously the french-fry was there; “you just stole it!”” While the example is ludicrous, this is
allegedly what the skeptic does: “How do I know that the table is there? Was it ever there?”
Despite this obviousness, Austin’s objection is actually at the mercy of the skeptic’s whim:
Austin (or any other ordinary language philosopher) does not have any special authority over
what constitutes ‘ordinary’ discourse. The skeptic, insofar as they speak English, has just as
much authority over what constitutes ordinary use as the ordinary language philosopher.*’

But how can this be the case? Shouldn’t the “expert” in ordinary language have some
authority or special insight into what constitutes ordinary language usage? Furthermore,
assuming the ordinary language philosopher does have some special insight, would they not be
providing examples upon which we agree? If so, this would imply that Kripke may have been on
to something. Perhaps his conception of agreement was not so shallow after all.

Cavell considers this problem in his essay “Must we mean what we say?” where he gives a
detailed rebuttal to Benson Mates’s criticisms against ordinary language philosophy. Mates’s
objection is that ordinary language philosophers are themselves confused because it is not clear if
they are describing how we speak or instructing us on how we ought to speak.“® If they are
describing how we speak, then this is not up to the philosopher but the linguist! Furthermore,
even if the philosopher took on this problem, the issue would be a matter of polling the most
common ways of speech. On the other hand, if this is a normative problem about how we ought

to speak, then it is natural to ask with what authority the ordinary language philosopher makes

*" Stanley Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging” in Must we mean what we say?, (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1976), p.223.
*8 Norris 2017, p. 28.
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their prescriptions. What makes the ordinary language philosopher’s appeals and prescriptions to
language better than anyone else’s?

Mates claims that the disagreement between Austin and Gilbert Ryle about the word
“voluntary” shows how the ordinary language philosopher’s methodology is nothing more than
armchair philosophy because there is no way for them to refute one another. They are merely
providing descriptions or analyses of what they think are ordinary uses. Cavell, however,
responds that Mates has completely misunderstood the nature of the disagreement. Just because
there is a disagreement between two ordinary language philosophers does not entail that there is
some internal incoherence to the method — either one of them could simply be mistaken. More
interestingly, Cavell contends that even if neither comes to agree with the other, Mates’s
classifications gloss over the fact that ordinary language philosophers do not use the first person
singular or the third person, but the first person plural: “the voice of the community.”*

When ordinary language philosophers appeal to ordinary language and begin a claim with
“we say...” they are providing an instance or sample of how we use language. The question then
is: how is one justified (or authorized or warranted) to make such a claim in the first person
plural? The answer cannot be some sort of poll, or at least it would be unnecessary to do so,
because a native speaker of a language does not need evidence for how they use the language —

%0 For example, when I use the phrase “I am sorry for

“they are the source of such evidence.
your loss” this is ordinarily uttered to someone who is in mourning as an act of compassion
(acknowledgment, even). This is not a rule or something we came to “agree” on. If someone
uttered this phrase after stealing that french-fry from earlier, it would be fair to assume that the
person was either being sarcastic or attempting to be funny or crazy. In making these
observations | am not relying on some poll or philosopher to tell me how to use language. If
someone did make a poll about how to use the phrase “I am sorry for your loss” I, as a fluent
speaker of the English language, would be a candidate to include in such a poll —hence | am a
source of the evidence. Does this imply that anything uttered in the first person plural cannot be
mistaken? Of course not.

The claim that in general we do not require evidence for statements in the first person
plural does not rest upon a claim that we cannot be wrong about what we are doing or
about what we say, but only that it would be extraordinary if we were (often). My point

*° Norris 2017, p. 30.
%0 Stanley Cavell, “Must we mean what we say?” in Must we mean what we say?, (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1976), p.4.
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about such statements, then, is that they are sensibly questioned only where there is some
special reason for supposing what | say about what I (we) say to be wrong; only here is the
request for evidence competent. If I am wrong about what he does (they do), that may be
no great surprise; but if I am wrong about what I (we) do, that is liable, where it is not
comic, to be tragic.>

It is in this way that Cavell meant that we are the source of confirmation. We are what determine
whether an example demonstrates what we say and it would be strange (if not disturbing) if we
were (often) wrong about what we say. When competing samples are presented, neither of them
refutes the other; the only thing that can accept or refute a sample is us.

— Very well, one may concede, to speak of agreement in these kinds of cases would be
strange. We could only imagine tacit agreement at most and whether or not two ordinary
philosophers agree with one another over any specific instance of language is not all that
interesting as it turns out. Nevertheless, how does this inform Cavell’s conception of skepticism
and his philosophy generally? — The move that Cavell makes here, that we are the source of
confirmation — of evidence — is an argument that reoccurs throughout this dissertation. It is both
the site of community and also the site of responsibility. These are matters that take time to fully

understand.

1.1.4 The Search for Community

“Yes, again it’s an issue of the contract as not having happened in the past. The way [
want to bring it into the present is not to ask whether I would have agreed to these
principles of justice in the past when they were open with this thought experiment going on
... and so forth. It’s rather that what I have to do is to continually assess my consent in the
present, that society is in fact itself always in formation.” — Cavell in “Stanley Cavell in
Conversation with Paul Standish” p.159

There are some loose ends that deserve some attention before moving on surrounding the
question of community. At this point, I have explained Cavell’s use of Wittgensteinian criteria,
replied to Kripke’s concept of “agreement™ as being too shallow to explain criteria, that instead,
community and attunement are essential, and I subsequently considered how Austin should be
seen as a stepping stone to the “ordinary” seeing as we should abandon the old project of

accusing skepticism of nonsense. The final matter | wish to discuss in this section harks back to

*! “Must we mean what we say?”, p.13.
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my discussion of Kripke and community, specifically revolving around the question of “tacit
consent” and its role in the community.

The matter of consent, community, and the notion of social contract play an interesting
role, albeit a strange one, in Cavell’s philosophy. What might appear like a tangent early on in
The Claim of Reason about social contract theory provides insight into the notion of criteria and
consequently community. Consider the following passage:

The philosophical appeal to what we say, and the search for our criteria on the basis of
which we say what we say, are claims to community. And the claim to community is
always a search for the basis upon which it can or has been established. | have nothing
more to go on than my conviction, my sense that | make sense. It may prove to be the case
that I am wrong, that my conviction isolates me, from all others, from myself. That will not
be the same as a discovery that | am dogmatic or egomaniacal. The wish and search for
community are the wish and search for reason.>?

Recall that the ordinary language philosopher is appealing to our ordinary language, i.e. to “what
we say.” Cavell’s claim is that when we appeal to what “we” say we are searching for our
community. One way to think of it is much like presenting an idea and hoping it is received well,
except on a deeper level —i.e. at a level where we would claim one has been “acknowledged.”
But this “we” might seem more rigid when considering the political process. While with ordinary
language | argued it is not a matter of polling to see whether some criteria or words are used in a
particular way, we literally go to the polls (in Canada) as a part of our political process. Norris is
wise to point out, however, that the counting of the votes identifies the general will of the people
(our attunement) but does not constitute the general will.>® What | want to say is that every
appeal to what “we” say is a request for acknowledgement. The appeal to what “we” say,
remember, is our attempt at identifying shared criteria. Therefore, the search for community is
likewise the search for our criteria. Now consider the following:

When | remarked that the philosophical search for our criteria is a search for community, |
was in effect answering the second question | uncovered in the face of the claim to speak
for "the group™ — the question, namely, about how I could have been party to the
establishing of criteria if 1 do not recognize that I have and do not know what they are. The
answer, in terms of that remark, should best be to make out that there are (what
Wittgenstein calls) criteria (i.e., to produce some), and to admit that nobody could have
established them alone, and that of course whoever is party to them does know what they
are (though he or she may not know how to elicit and state them, and not recognize his or
her complicity under that description); and to emphasize that the claim is not that one can
tell a priori who is implicated by me, because one point of the particular kind of

%2 The Claim of Reason, p.20.
%% Norris, 2017, p. 21.
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investigation Wittgenstein calls grammatical is exactly to discover who. This is not much
of an answer, but | do not mean it as much more than a further indication of the level at
which | seek an answer.>*

First, make note of the final line where Cavell indicates that he sees himself as posing a question
that he does not yet have an answer to. The question is that if our criteria are shared by a group,
and these criteria are meant to be foundational, then how are these criteria founded in the first
place? They must be founded by us since we are the source of our criteria, but ultimately, 1 may
not have consented (certainly not explicitly) to criteria taking on whatever form they do for me.
This is why Cavell asks how one can be party to establishing criteria, yet not know what they
are. He specifies that one must only accept three premises: 1) that there are criteria, 2) nobody
could have established the criteria alone, and 3) that everyone who partakes in the setting of
criteria knows what they are — although they may have difficulty expressing this knowledge or
their complicity in it.

It is at this point in The Claim of Reason that Cavell goes on what appears to be a tangent
about social contract theory which can seem largely out of place in the discussions of language
and epistemology. To the contrary, however, | have come to appreciate how important this
section is, as it pre-emptively addresses a host of concerns that would have otherwise inevitably
arisen. What Cavell does, much as 1 like to do, is draw an analogy. He considers the “familiar

%% \where David Hume attacks John Locke’s social

moment in the history of modern philosophy
contract theory. Social contract theory, as it turns out, has many considerations that are relevant
to Cavell, such as his understanding of “conventions.” In particular, these considerations lead
Cavell to address some common and misleading objections that can be raised against social
contract theory and inadvertently against Cavell’s notions of criteria and community.

Where we typically consider the social contract theorists’ problem to revolve around the
question “How could I have consented to the formation of government, since | am not aware that
I was ever asked for it or ever gave it?”, instead Cavell suggests we should ask “How can I have
recognized this government as mine since I am not aware that I am responsible for it?”. He

explains this picture of consent and society in the following manner:

It is a very poorly kept secret that men and their societies are not perfect. In that case, in all
actual cases, it is ungrammatical (not to say politically devious) to answer the question
"Why ought | to obey?" in terms of the general advantages of citizenship. What the

* The Claim of Reason. p.22.
* Ibid.
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question in fact means therefore is, "Given the specific inequalities and lacks of freedom
and absence of fraternity in the society to which I have consented, do these outweigh the
'disadvantages' of withdrawing my consent?". This is the question the theorists of the social
contract teach us to ask, and the beginning of an answer is to discover whom I am in
community with, and what it is to which | am obedient.>®

Cavell is forcing us to reconsider an old problem with renewed perspective. First, Cavell
emphasizes that there is a somewhat obvious and empty argument about how the dissolution of
government should be avoided because it would be, more often than not, disadvantageous for us.
In this “politically devious” sense, we must consent to the social contract. Contrariwise, the
social contract theorist actually teaches us to question our position in a polis, to propose the
possibility of an alternative. Doing this requires identifying one’s own position in a community
in order to determine whether it is worth withdrawing one’s consent from the polis. So instead of
an epistemological mystery — as Cavell calls it — Locke’s true project is an empirical and moral
project.

It is because of Hume’s influence, Cavell surmises, that Locke has been understood as
asking the former mysterious question of “why ought I obey?” and taken to give the answer that
we consent tacitly. Granted, as | mentioned it can be helpful to view criteria and our formation of
them — when thinking generally and not too deeply — as a form of tacit consent (or at least some
form of passive, unintentional, or subconscious consent). The difficulty presented by Hume
against Locke is that appealing to tacit consent is — at best — a “cruel dodge.” But Cavell points
out that this question is not the one to which Locke gives the answer of tacit consent. The matter
of tacit consent is in direct response to the foreigner — someone who is present within a
community but who is not a member:

But the connection of tacit consent with the idea of foreigners (settled or passing through)
is specifically and explicitly Locke's point. In those same sections Locke reiterates his
contention that membership in the polis requires express consent. He may not have a good
answer to the question "What counts as the (express) consent which establishes a polis?",
and he may be culpable in not seeking a good answer to that question; but he is not
culpable of having given it an epistemologically stupid and politically heartless answer.*’

Cavell adds that there is “ample room for stupidities” and “heartlessness” by looking elsewhere
in Locke’s theory, but that this is not one of them. In order to determine what constitutes being a
member of a community or polis has to be “express consent,” although what “express” entails

here is left unanswered.

% The Claim of Reason. p.23-4
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Consider the following: “The effect of the teaching of the theory of the social contract is at
once to show how deeply | am joined to society and also to put society at a distance from me, so
that it appears as an artifact. But what is its point?”® | take our being joined to society and also
distant from it to be the direct result of this question about how we consented to the polis or
government. On the one hand, the tacitness of the situation seems to suggest our closeness is
unavoidable, yet at the same time we are in that very moment questioning our continued consent.
He then assumes that under most circumstances we would not withdraw our consent from the
polis and presses

... Whether the private motive of the theorist is to justify his conviction that the present is
one of those few moments at which a dismantling of the artifact is called for, or whether to
justify his view that this is never called for, the philosophical significance of the writing
lies in its imparting of political education: it is philosophical because its method is an
examination of myself by an attack upon my assumptions; it is political because the terms
of this self-examination are the terms which reveal me as a member of a polis; it is
education not because | learn new information but because I learn that the finding and
forming of my knowledge of myself requires the finding and forming of my knowledge of
that membership (the depth of my own and the extent of those joined with me).*

Adding that one is not likely to take Locke or any social contract theorist seriously if they read
them “as a set of pre-scientific jottings about existing states.”® There are a few steps to lay out
here. First, the private motives of the theorist play an important role. Rousseau, contrary to
Hobbes and Locke, “does not claim to know what the ‘state of nature’ is (was) like, but sketches
a reconstruction of social origins designed to prove that what philosophers say about that nature
is a projection of their own states of society, or their fantasies of it.”®* This is worth discussing
further.

These considerations force upon my mind thoughts of Friedrich Nietzsche and some
particular misunderstandings surrounding his position with respect to the sciences. Without
going into too much detail, some thinkers want to take Nietzsche as presenting a scientific (or
‘naturalist’) project.62 However, this idea falls into very similar territory as understanding Locke
and the state of nature as someone presenting something prescientific or even scientific —we
have no reason to think this was their intentions. Moreover, consider Nietzsche’s claim in

Beyond Good and Evil where he says, “Gradually it has become clear to me what every great
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philosophy so far has been: namely, the personal confession of its author and a kind of
involuntary and unconscious memoir.”®® This seems to me to be in line with the idea Cavell is
drawing from Rousseau. What Rousseau’s, Nietzsche’s, Locke’s, and Cavell’s philosophies all
have in common is that they are reporting upon their own understandings and projections about
the world, not some pre-scientific narrative. This is not to present some form of philosophical
relativism (radical or otherwise), but to acknowledge the personal informs one’s philosophy.

When we return to the matter of society as an artefact to be abandoned, this is where the
emphasis on the self becomes important. Resuming the discussion above, regardless of whether
or not a philosopher desires to preserve or dismantle (parts of) society, the philosophical practice
they employ is effectively a political self-examination. As Cavell says it is philosophical because
it is a matter of questioning our assumptions (even if only to reaffirm them) and it is political
because it is about one’s relation to the polis — to the community. | therefore propose the
following thesis. It has become clear to me what every great political (or philosophical) work has
been: namely, the personal reflections of its author as a kind of involuntary or unconscious
search for community. When | think of the philosopher in this way, there is consequently
something tragic about the image of millions of people across the ages writing grand treatises,
papers, and books or giving classes and talks in their search for community only for them to
speak past one another (avoidance), unable to find common ground, or, worse, ignored
completely (or even more tragically only ‘heard’ once they’re dead).

Returning to Rousseau, Cavell believes that his approach provides more insight than other
attempts at social contract theory:

What he claims to know is his relation to society, and to take as a philosophical datum the
fact that men (that he) can speak for society and that society can speak for him, that they
reveal one another's most private thoughts. His problem is to understand how that can be.
The epistemological problem of society is not to discover new facts about it; the facts, as
the Encyclopaedists were globally showing, are there to be had. The problem is for me to
discover my position with respect to these facts — how I know with whom I am in
community, and to whom and to what | am in fact obedient. The existence of the prior
contract is not the explanation of such facts. On the contrary, it is a projection from the fact
that I now recognize myself to be party to some social contract, or pacts, which explains
(what we take to be) the prior existence of the contract.®*

When Cavell talks about speaking for others, he includes the possibility that others may also

speak for him. — How then does this result in revealing one another’s most private thoughts? — |

% Beyond Good and Evil, 6.
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think there are at least a few ways to explain what he means here. Cavell alludes to this dynamic
of speaking for one another at the very beginning of his first published essay Must we mean what
we say? from the book of the same name when he points to the oppressiveness of ordinary
language. He contends that ordinary language philosophy “seems to have uncanny information
about our most personal philosophical assumptions.”® He believes that if we examine the
oppressiveness of ordinary language “such feelings can come from a truth about ourselves which
we are holding off.”® The question Rousseau asks is how we could have come to this sort of
position, how did we become oppressed by the ordinary? Cavell’s question superimposed upon
the former, is to add that with respect to the facts that are there to be had — recall Wittgenstein’s
quietism — how do | determine with whom | am in community? Who shares my most private
thoughts? What some people (those who ascribe a scientific lens) propose is that the social
contract is the explanation for the contract’s existence — how we came to arrive in such a state.
However, Cavell points out that the social contract is merely an acknowledgement of the fact that
we do abide by a kind of social contract. The existence of a state of being cannot itself explain
the reason for its existence, it merely is. By recognizing that the social contract exists, that we are
all in search of community, we can learn from social contract theory as it aims to expose our
innermost feelings.

Pulling again from my previous research®, there is a Nietzschean construction of this
problem that could offer some more light on these comments, specifically surrounding the
privacy of these thoughts. Much like Cavell, Nietzsche is often misunderstood with respect to his
position on skepticism. A feature of Nietzsche’s skepticism is how it ties into human psychology
much like how Cavell constantly skirts the line between philosophy and psychology (not that I'm
sure there is a determinate line to draw). To put it briefly, Nietzsche’s ideas surrounding concept
formation, especially as outlined in The Gay Science section 354, give an overall picture that fits
well with this notion of searching for community. The way we form concepts, for Nietzsche, is
by becoming conscious of something. He says, “All of our actions are at bottom incomparably
personal, unique, boundlessly individual, there is no doubt. But as soon as we translate them into
consciousness, they no longer seem to be so.” Nietzsche position is simple: experience does not

necessitate consciousness. A common example — albeit one | do not completely agree with — is to
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point to animals: many would claim that animals are not conscious of actions, but, of course,
they still have experiences. The same is true for humans, most experiences — especially at a
young age — are just that, experiences. There is no need to become conscious of every
experience. More importantly, when do we become conscious of a concept? Nietzsche says,
“consciousness has only developed under the pressure of the need for communication.” The
conceptual scheme is therefore as follows: a human exists and experiences the world; however,
once the human encounters other humans, communication becomes necessary; communication
requires that we become conscious of concepts, things, people, and so on, by coming up with

ways to ‘translate *®

experience into words; because communication is inevitably a ‘translation’
of the experiences, they are inaccurate or may be expressed or experienced differently (here we
encounter skepticism and what some call Nietzsche’s ‘Falsification Thesis’). This is not a
scientific explanation, but a helpful narrative of understanding.

So how is it that we reveal our innermost thoughts? Set aside thoughts of skepticism for the
time being. When we ‘translate’ our experiences into words, we can sometimes encounter
difficulty. Think of the dynamic between a patient and a mental health support worker. Say that
the patient experiences an inexpressible anxiety that does not take on a specific object. An

13

opposite case might be a trauma victim who’s “object” of their anxiety was the moment of their
trauma, or the person(s), place(s), or thing(s) involved. A strong tool that is recommended to
patients to develop in either case is “mindfulness.” This notion can take many forms, some
practical, some spiritual, but for my purposes | focus on the practical: | take mindfulness to be
the practice of becoming self-conscious or self-aware as a means of self-control. The role of the
psychologist is essentially to guide the patient towards or (depending on the strategy) to directly
reveal the inner thoughts and feelings that create the anxiety plaguing the patient. The former
would be a sort of hands-off behavioural therapy, while the latter would take on a more
prescriptive approach. When we ‘translate’ our thoughts then, we are being mindful of them —
bringing them to the surface. In a sense, communicating about an inner thought is precisely how
we reveal our inner thoughts. Even if we are not communicating with anyone (i.e., journaling),
the act of becoming conscious, is just the moment of transformation where experiences are

reinterpreted into words — the space we share.

% I’'m using this word figuratively or metaphorically.
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Instead of diving further into the depths of psychology, I would like to rein in this
discussion back to the ordinary. What | would suggest is that our search for community stems
from our human condition. We all know the trope that “humans are social creatures” but as with
all tropes, this merely scratches the surface of a deeper experience. We all abide by a social
contract, whether we want to continue participating in our respective political communities is for
us to decide for ourselves. But “for ourselves” also requires we engage the community.
Remember the passage | quoted at the beginning of this section:

| have nothing more to go on than my conviction, my sense that | make sense. It may prove
to be the case that | am wrong, that my conviction isolates me, from all others, from
myself. That will not be the same as a discovery that | am dogmatic or egomaniacal. The
wish and search for community are the wish and search for reason.®®

We must start from the self — try to articulate what we mean — but then it must be acknowledged
by members of our community. If my convictions bring me at odds with a community, this does
not necessitate that | am a madman; it means | have failed to find my community or that the
community has failed me. Remember, the personal is ‘translated’ into words, and so by
attempting to express my inner thoughts | am seeking validation, seeking understanding. I want
my reasons to make sense, but I can only do that with others.

Unfortunately, this does not answer the question of how it came to be this way — the
answer to which some people want dearly. How is it that we have come to develop in this way? |
cannot answer this question here and never aim to. | suspect this is a question for scientists and
historians, perhaps, but ultimately it is not the core of my concern because | am only concerned
with addressing the way things are (or more accurately, as | understand them). Cavell uses social
contract theory to not only elaborate on how we use or understand criteria but also as an analogy
for his own position. Social contract theorists like Locke have often been misunderstood as
providing some sort of pseudo-scientific explanation for how the formation of government came
to be. We live in a society where we do not share criteria on all fronts. Current (2020) issues
such as the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement are a testament to that. People of colour are
members of a community that do not accept them — or only when convenient. They find
themselves forced to ask the question: am | prepared to reject the artefacts of our society despite

possible repercussions? The resounding answer appears to be: Yes. They no longer consent to

% The Claim of Reason, p.20.
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the injustices promoted by the polis they find themselves in; they demand that their suffering be
acknowledged (although they might put it differently).

If one is willing to grant the importance of searching for community — that our human
condition requires this search — then a whole host of problems could be raised and discussed. |
touched on BLM in part because it is current, but also because of how important I think it is to
think about this concept of community. Consider two frames in which to examine the same
position: 1) Those people are rioting in the streets and destroying property, or 2) Those people
have failed to be acknowledged throughout the course of history and demand justice. The second
option may be more diplomatic and level-headed, but it could be considered no less deliberately
blind to the violence in the same way that the first option is blind to the historical context. One
can still condemn violence generally while still maintaining understanding for the need of some
form of violence (likewise, we are allowed to be conflicted about these things). If we frame the
problem as a search for community, instead of taking sectarian approaches, the hope is, of
course, that we can come to peaceful resolutions. However, it is at this point where the
conversation must take a pause until later because while my (unoriginal) proposal suggests that
there may be better frames to operate under so as to resolve conflict; this is also where
communication and resolution begin to break down. When one, or two, or more sides directly
conflict and refuse to acknowledge the other, tragedy will inevitably follow — although what kind
of tragedy, | have yet to articulate.

First, I must exit the realm of the ordinary in order to explore the realm of the philosopher,
and more specifically our treatment of the skeptic. By this point | have established what criteria
are and how a search for criteria is another way of saying a search for community. But, as Cavell
often mentions in one form or another, criteria are just one side of the coin. The boogeyman of
skepticism is stamped clearly on the other side, but we often cannot see it until it is flipped over.
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1.2.0 Defining Skepticism

“From Sextus'®, [I learned] a benevolent disposition, and the example of a family
governed in a fatherly manner, and the idea of living conformably to nature; and gravity
without affection, and to look carefully after the interests of friends, and to tolerate
ignorant persons, and those who form opinions without consideration: he had the power of
readily accommodating himself to all. So that [discourse] with him was more agreeable
than any flattery; and at the same time he was most highly venerated by those who
associated with him; and he never showed anger or any other passion, but was entirely
free from passion, and also most affectionate; and he could express without noisy display,
and he possessed much knowledge without ostentation.” — The Meditations of Marcus
Aurelius, section 9.

| have been deliberately vague about a very important concept so far: what is skepticism?
Part of my project herein has been to emphasize that how we approach skepticism is an
important — if not the most important — aspect of how we understand this term and its
ramifications. Despite all the considerations I have so far identified to try and establish the scope
of skepticism by discussing criteria and community, what | am trying to show is still
overshadowed by the history of skepticism and its never-ending iterations. Skepticism has
become such a loaded term that I think there is a serious discussion worth having with respect to
abandoning the term altogether. However, any attempts to showcase my project without
mentioning skepticism would, I think, be immediately met with “isn’t this just a form of
skepticism?” Notice how such an utterance would ordinarily be seen as an objection to a stance.
One of the aspects of skepticism I wish to highlight in this chapter is just how negative and
antagonistically skepticism is treated de facto.

Yet, to understand why skepticism is treated with such disdain | must address a larger
question: what kinds of skepticism am | discussing? Which kinds should I not bother with?
Furthermore, are the doubts that are raised by the skeptic ordinary or merely the intellectual
musings of a loathsome armchair philosopher? I begin by narrowing the scope by using the term
in the same way Cavell does: oddly. For Cavell, skepticism does not only consist of positions
that deny our access to knowledge but also those positions that affirm our knowledge of the
world as well — or more accurately, those who take the problem of the external world, other

minds, etc. to be a problem about knowledge. This is what | call Cavell’s odd claim, but which I

"0 Whether Sextus of Chaeronea is the same person as Sextus Empiricus is up for debate. But for the sake of
argument, imagine someone speaking of a skeptic in this way today — it’s almost unimaginable.
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explain in the subsequent section with the help of Hilary Putnam. He offers a very accessible and
sympathetic interpretation of Cavell which makes his claim simple to understand, although he
still makes use of negative judgement values when discussing skepticism itself (although as a
literary tool). Conversely, | consider a much more egregious example of negative judgement
values in Brian Leiter’s treatment of Nietzsche scholarship to showcase an example of negative
discrimination against skepticism.

At this point | add another voice to the discussion: Richard Rorty. According to Rorty,
Cavell wrote both an excellent and a terrible book, only lamenting that they share the same
binding. Rorty disputes any attempt that relies on discussing anything to do with “traditional
epistemology.” In his mind, the fact that we are returning to Descartes’ concerns and similar
classic questions is a waste of time — these questions have been answered. Instead, Rorty
believes that the second part of Cavell’s book (as Rorty divides it) is an insightful piece of work
that can be read apart from the first. Furthermore, he accuses Cavell of conflating various forms
of skepticism in such a way that creates problems for Cavell. The second section of this chapter
is consequently a response to Rorty’s criticisms.

Once Rorty’s concerns have been addressed, I raise an important feature in the third
section as to how Rorty unwittingly points to what | think is a central problem with how we
approach skepticism. | have indirectly touched on this matter before, but now I would answer it
more clearly: how skepticism is forced upon us. This takes the form of my hypothesis: one
cannot come to accept the truth of skepticism — our relation to the world as one of not-knowing —
without having experienced it, without it being an actuality. | explain the scope of this
hypothesis as well as how it can never properly become a thesis as far as | am concerned given
the nature of these experiences. Finally, the final section of this chapter considers how Mulhall’s
rejection of skepticism in Cavell is tantamount to keeping Cavell’s philosophy in line with
Austin. One key feature worth highlighting about this chapter is that some philosophers (Rorty,
Austin, Mulhall, etc.) fail to take the skeptic seriously.

This is all to address a larger claim that I put forward now. Skepticism is as much a part of
philosophy as philosophy is a part of skepticism. One cannot have philosophical discourse
without the possibility of skepticism. This is not to say that skepticism is true, only that there is a

truth to skepticism — the fact that it always reappears. As such, the truth of skepticism is a part of
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ordinary language philosophy itself, although | suspect most ordinary language philosophers

would loath to agree.

1.2.1 Cavell’s Odd Claim

Under the ‘standard’ interpretation of Wittgenstein and Cavell, skepticism is demanding
that criteria confer certainty, when this was never something criteria were meant to provide. In
this way the skeptic is speaking nonsense or cannot mean what he thinks he means. Under both
the standard interpretation and the interpretation | defend later, this relates to what Cavell means
whenever he says that a response to skepticism falls into the skeptic’s hand. My suspicion is that,
despite their attempts, those who accept some form of the standard interpretation still fall prey to
this very trap. Alternatively, | think a skeptical interpretation’* provides a means by which to
avoid this error or, to give you a sense of my purpose, grab the skeptic’s hand with a firm
handshake.

But first: who or what falls into the skeptic’s hand and furthermore what is this ‘hand’?
Setting aside the standard interpretation for now, the group Cavell has in mind when he discusses
falling into the skeptic’s hand is traditional epistemologists — those who respond to the skeptic.
This is how we get Cavell’s odd claim about how he defines skepticism: “I do not, that is,
confine the term [“skeptic”] to philosophers who wind up denying that we can ever know; |
apply it to any view which takes the existence of the world to be a problem of knowledge.”"?
While Cavell admits that lumping all of traditional epistemology under the heading of
“skepticism” is “perverse,” it is nevertheless useful in his effort to grapple with the heart of
skepticism — its very conception.

Putnam presents a very clear explanation of this point when he asks “How can answering
skepticism be tantamount to skepticism?”” He explains that whether someone ‘responds’ to the
skeptic through positivism or some kind of metaphysical realism, they already give the skeptic
too much. In the case of the former,

The positivists’ strategy can be described thus: to concede the correctness of almost
everything the skeptic says (e.g. we don’t have moral knowledge, we don’t know anything
about other people except their behaviour, we don’t know that there are any objects except

™ While more accurate, “interpretation that accounts for the truth of skepticism in a non-dismissive way,” doesn’t
flow as well.
"2 The Claim of Reason, p.46.
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our own sense-data and constructions therefrom) in hope of keeping back from the skeptic
the claim to some minimal sort of “scientific knowledge.” 3

The metaphysical realist, on the other hand, believes that we can know more than the skeptic or
positivist “but this knowledge ... is knowledge of a ‘true world” which has little resemblance to
our quotidian world of common sense objects and fellow passengers to the grave.”’* This can be
seen in the Cartesian quest for certainty and his skeptical method, or in the Kantian notion of the
noumenon. Whatever the case, those who attempt to refute the skeptic are already in agreement
with them:

In sum, both the “skeptic” and his “opponents” deny the primacy and reality (or better, the
primacy of the reality) of the life world. The ordinary human world is what they are one
and all skeptics about: skepticism, as Cavell sees it, is a perpetual dissatisfaction with the
human position, a demand for a God’s Eye View or Nothing, that degrades the only
perspective that is actually available to us. It is this downgrading of the human position,
this aspiration to be outside our own skins (nothing else would be good enough), that
Cavell calls “skepticism.””

The quest for certainty, whether it’s in the form of the positivists “scientific knowledge,”
metaphysical realism, or the (incorrect) application of criteria is, at its core, a skeptical project.
The implications of these revelations are an important part of recognizing how the standard
interpretation cannot be correct: if all Cavell is doing is ‘refuting’ skepticism (whatever that
means) then this would be just another example of traditional epistemology. So when someone
like Williams says Cavell provides “a refutation [of skepticism] as definitive as we ever see in
philosophy”’® he is really missing the point.

To make this clear, I would like to stick with Putnam. In another piece of his, “Philosophy
as the Education of Grownups: Stanley Cavell and Skepticism,” Putnam makes it clear that “the
first thing one needs to be clear about is that Cavell’s Wittgenstein is not out to ‘refute
skepticism’.” He even presses this further by claiming you cannot hope to understand Cavell
otherwise: “Miss it, and all this will be inscrutable.””” Much like my own position he agrees that
“To read either Philosophical Investigations or The Claim of Reason as if it were a longer and

more careful attempt to say what John Austin said in “Other minds” is to look at Wittgenstein’s
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34

work and Cavell’s work in the wrong way.”"® It would seem | am in agreement with Putnam on
these points — we might even say attuned!

I cannot help but speculate (and this pure conjecture) that some philosophers have
something like a personal grudge against the notion of skepticism. | say this primarily because of
the language used to accompany rejections, suspicions, doubts, and contempt for skepticism.
Consider how Putnam says “it is, after all, Cavell who uses the disturbing expression ‘the truth
of skepticism’” (emphasis mine).” Why does he impose this unnecessary value judgement onto
Cavell’s notion of the truth of skepticism? However, it would be unfair to lump Putnam in
together with those | have in mind because this is far from the most egregious positions out there,
even setting Cavell and Wittgenstein aside. The narrative — | might even say philosophical
crusade — against epistemological skepticism does very little to actually dissuade the skeptic and
instead reveals just how dismissive (or disingenuous) one has to be in order to reject skepticism.

Take, for example, these claims made by Leiter (one of my go-to suspects) when he
discusses even the possibility that Nietzsche could be providing or defending some form of
epistemological skepticism. He makes the following claims: The maturity and quality of the
secondary literature on Nietzsche before Leiter’s is predominantly bad®’; Leiter’s interpretation
is now the ‘standard’ except in German-speaking circles®'; commentators on Nietzsche have
been making claims about which they have no authority®; analytic philosophy is plainly better
than what Nietzsche is doing®®; previous interpretations did not write with clarity, precision,
concern for evidence, or dialectical rigor®; and explicitly that the postmodern readings from
Heidegger and Derrida are obscure.®® He makes similarly dismissive remarks against Danto
(1965), Nehamas (1985), Rorty (1989), and Richard Schacht. What ties the secondary literature,
“German-speaking circles,” the style of these thinkers, and what the analytic philosophers lack
(according to Leiter) is skepticism. For some reason, proposing the possibility of skepticism
merits ad hominem attacks. What could skepticism possibly have done to Leiter to make him

speak of it so poorly? One might suspect he was traumatized by skepticism as a child if it were
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not for the blatant absurdity of the idea of being traumatized by a philosophical concept — but
now | am the one judging too quickly in supposing this is absurd. I am, after all, building up to
how skepticism is forced upon us.

When we think of conflicts of opinion, there is a certain rigour that comes with certain
topics. Typically, political issues breed strong opinions, whereas other issues such as
mathematical theorems (while still interesting for some) do not capture the same level of
conviction or desperation.*® We could say the same about many philosophical positions: it is rare
to see insults hurled across a room full of philosophers — although it certainly happens. The
question for me is therefore: what is it about skepticism that elicits such strong reactions? This is
related to Cavell’s own idea of acknowledging the standing threat of skepticism.

Whatever the case may be, it seems to me there is a distinctively normative project against
skepticism; for some, it seems there is something normatively and inherently wrong with
skepticism. For Leiter, not only are you mistaken if you think Nietzsche should be understood as
a skeptic, but you are an utter fool if you then think a skeptical Nietzsche is in any way coherent
(making me one of the biggest fools of all!). I think it is fair to say that this negative sentiment is
present in Mulhall’s presentation of the skeptic as “confused”®’ or likewise implicit in Putnam’s
“disturbing” projection onto the truth of skepticism. Putnam is the most sympathetic to
skepticism as he admits right away (and even titles a section) that there is depth to skepticism. |
think it is this depth that many readers are failing to appreciate.

Consider the example Putnam references: Othello’s jealousy. He says “Othello is, in a
sense, a genuine skeptic about one other mind — Desdemona’s. His problem — and this is the
horror of his situation — isn’t that he lacks ‘evidence’ of Desdemona’s faithfulness. It is that no
evidence is good enough.”® He then adds that the idea that an ordinary language philosopher

could come in and say something like “this is just what we call conclusive evidence for
5589

9 ¢

Desdemona’s faithfulness” “makes one want to vomit™” and later adds “it isn’t just an

intellectual error.”® Furthermore, Putnam says “The point of saying this is not simply to awaken

% As with everything, there are exceptions. In response to this comment, | was told the tale of Hippasus. One
interpretation of events surrounding his life would suggest that he was thrown from his ship by Pythagoreans for
proving the square root of two to be irrational. So even the most traditionally boring topics can elicit reaction.
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us to the suffering of others ... it is also to get us to see that an idea of being totally free of
skepticism, in this deep sense, is itself a form of skepticism.”®* I would have to agree.

| am tempted to think that a part of this negativity surrounding skepticism has to do with
the harshness of skepticism. The depths to which skepticism delves are not for the faint of heart:

[Nietzsche] ridiculed philosophers for regarding life as a problem of knowledge
(Genealogy of Morals, p.682), implying that we question what we cannot fail to know in
order not to seek what it would be painful to find out. This, of course, does not suggest that
skepticism is trivial; on the contrary it shows how profound a position of the mind it is.
Nothing is more human than the wish to deny one’s humanity, or to assert it at the expense
of others. But if that is what skepticism entails, it cannot be combatted through simple
‘refutations’. The idea that a philosophical position can simply be ‘refuted’ is one that
Nietzsche also ridicules (Beyond Good and Evil, p.499).%

However, before we can properly appreciate how harsh skepticism can be, | want to suggest that
there is, say, a value-neutral or even positive stance one can take towards skepticism that more

accurately reflects its role in our human lives.

1.2.2 Kinds of Skepticism

Trying to define skepticism is like trying to define “games” — you can do it, but it will have
limited applicability. We can define skepticism in rigid terms and set them into different
categories like external world skepticism, skepticism about other minds, climate skepticism,
religious skepticism, Cartesian skepticism, pyrrhonian skepticism, Kantian skepticism, Humeian
skepticism, and so on (ad infinitum?). We can divide them up into specific instances, but
ultimately there is something about all of these instances that unite them as skepticism, although
| doubt this “something” is singular or simple by any means.

So naturally, the one thing I have yet to do is clearly define the different kinds of
skepticism at play other than the truth of skepticism — our relationship to the world as not one of
what we think of as “knowing.” But what are the other relevant kinds of skepticism at play?
Richard Rorty is keen to point out just how ambiguous Cavell’s use of “skepticism” can be in his
review of The Claim of Reason, Cavell on Skepticism. In this review Rorty identifies at least
three distinct applications of skepticism in the book. He believes that Cavell is mistaken in his

engagement with traditional epistemology, which renders a part of his philosophy incoherent. |
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argue, instead, that Rorty misunderstands Cavell’s engagement with traditional philosophy.
Cavell is not trying to defend traditional philosophy he is only attempting to understand it. This
is, in a way, one of the more important insights Cavell has to offer regardless of whether one
accepts what he has to say: it is crucial to take each position seriously. Even when Cavell
seemingly rejects a view, he rarely claims it is “wrong.” Instead, he tries to go as far along with
the ideas as possible before presenting his own view. | am attempting to do the same.

Rorty divides The Claim of Reason into two ‘books’, the first book consisting of parts | and
I1, and the second book part IV. As to what book part 111 is involved in, he makes no mention.
Rorty describes his praise and disdain for the book by saying “I admire the second book as much
as 1 disagree with the first.”®® Under his reading, Cavell suggests that traditional epistemology
can lead us to the ‘romantic’ which “promises to relieve us philosophy professors from the
shame we have felt ever since we began to suspect that our introductory courses in epistemology
merely kicked up a cloud of dust around our students — so that they might be grateful to us for
leading them out of it into the light.”®* Rorty finds it difficult (or impossible) to see how
dragging us back through the problems of traditional epistemology, of the external world, can be
of any benefit to us in an age when philosophy should be beyond these old problems.

Rorty’s argument is that there are three “intellectual phenomena” that Cavell engages and
mistakenly conflates:

a) Professional Philosophy’s Skepticism

b) Kantian, Romantic Skepticism

c) Existential Angst
Rorty takes issue with the fact that Cavell lumps (a) and (b) together since they are, he contends,
ultimately distinct. Furthermore, Rorty claims that (a) cannot lead to (b) or (c), but that (b) can
lead to (c). In due course, he claims that we can leave the traditional epistemological problems of
“professional philosophy” such as those raised by “Ayer and Price in the care of Austin and

Ryle, and hasten on to the serious thinkers™%

(apparently, Ayer and Price aren’t ‘serious’ and
deserve to have their intellect brought into question). | explore each of these intellectual
phenomena in Cavell with an emphasis on dispelling the issues surrounding (a) to show how

Rorty should not treat the problems of traditional philosophy so dismissively. I suggest, instead,
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that this is a good example of Cavell taking each side as seriously as possible, which gives the
illusion of internal tension. This is important because while Rorty’s rejection fails to appreciate
traditional epistemology, Cavell is not defending it, but engaging it seriously in order to come
closer to grasping the truth of skepticism.

When referring to professional philosophy’s skepticism (a), Rorty is discussing external
world skepticism, or any theory that doubts the attainability of knowledge of the world. As |
argued in the previous section, this does not only refer to theories that deny our capacity for
knowledge, but also any theory that affirms the attainability of knowledge in response to the
skeptic because Cavell applies the term “skepticism” to “any view which takes the existence of
the world to be a problem of knowledge.”® Rorty defines this intellectual phenomenon as the
following: “The ‘professional’ philosopher’s skepticism created by what Reid called ‘the theory
of ideas’ (the theory that analyzes perception in terms of immediately, certainly known

givens).”"’

A simple example of this type of skepticism is if one takes a ball (or any object) and
claims: “when I see the ball, I only see this side of it; | can never see the ball as a whole.” The
key is that this is a problem about incomplete sense-data.

Rorty asks “But does he have to drag us back through Berkeley and Descartes to get us to
see it? Why are not ‘Rousseau and Thoreau and Kierkegaard and Tolstoy and Wittgenstein’ (to
cite one of Cavell’s lists of heroes) enough? Why ‘the external world’ again?”% He thinks that
the only good reason Cavell has for even considering the traditional problems is because these
are the kinds of problems Wittgenstein concerned himself with. Yet, as far as Rorty is concerned,
the problems being raised by traditional epistemology are a waste of energy. They had their time.
Now we should move on to more important philosophy. But, of course, Cavell is not attempting
to harken to a ‘better’ time in epistemology. What Rorty fails to appreciate is that he is looking at
these old problems with renewed perspective. So what is this perspective then?

When 1 first began researching Cavell, a great deal of my focus went into Cavell’s
treatment of Descartes. | think Rorty was drawn, likewise, to Cavell’s treatment of Descartes
because on the one hand it is very familiar, while on the other it is different. Rorty just fails to
see the difference. It would be prudent, therefore, to go through Cavell’s treatment of Descartes

in order to identify Rorty’s first misunderstanding.
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Cavell sees Descartes as an important starting point in examining the traditional skeptical
investigation. How do you know that you are not dreaming? You cannot know that you are not
dreaming, therefore it could all be a dream. This is the simplified core of the skeptical recital in
trying either to claim that these considerations lead to skepticism, or that there must be
something wrong with Descartes’ methodological doubt because skepticism cannot be true. The
shift from talking about how we can know things in themselves to talking about sense data
occurs when Descartes says

Surely whatever | had admitted until now as most true I received either from the senses or

through the senses. However, | have noticed that the senses are sometimes deceptive; and it

is a mark of prudence never to place our complete trust in those who have deceived us even
99

once.

Descartes claims that most beliefs are derived from the senses, but given that the senses can
deceive us, we cannot fully trust them. With that said, this does not necessitate that we cannot
know anything through the senses. Descartes’ aim is to find something indubitably certain, this
simply means that sense-data cannot fulfill the desire of attaining indubitability. However, if
sense-data is taken to be the only way by which we can have knowledge of the external world
(which some traditional epistemologists do), and Descartes is correct about sense-data being
incapable of indubitability, then this would result in skepticism about the external world.
While Descartes’s considerations should be familiar to many reading this, there is one
thing in particular that Cavell emphasizes that he thinks is central to understanding the
motivations behind skepticism: “The ‘grounds for doubt’ he is going to raise are ones which

must be reasonable.”*®

When we pose the skeptical question “how do you know?” it must be a
reasonable question. As I said, Descartes does not suppose that simply because he is deceived
sometimes by the senses that therefore he is always deceived, as he goes on to say “on what
grounds could one deny that these hands and this entire body are mine? Unless perhaps | were to
liken myself to the insane.”*®* Here we see an important move that not all doubt should be
accepted or considered. Instead, Descartes requires a reasonable doubt, which to some degree

can be found in the dreaming argument:
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This would all be well and good, were | not a man who is accustomed to sleeping at night,
and to experiencing in my dreams the very same things, or now and then even less
plausible ones, as these insane people do when they awake.'%?

It can be difficult to distinguish between being asleep and awake, and therefore at any given
moment, the sensations you feel or the situation you find yourself in might in fact be a dream.
At this point, Cavell wants to discover how it is that this

reasonableness of the philosopher’s considerations was a function of their being just those
ordinary and everyday considerations that any person who can talk and can know anything
at all will recognize as relevant to the claim ... under scrutiny.*®

Cavell’s aim is to investigate how the skeptical problem arises in a normal or reasonable manner
as opposed to being pure speculation. This grows more interesting when we reconsider the
arguments made by the ordinary language philosopher. In particular, Austin, according to Cavell,
understands the skeptical grounds for doubt as taking the following argumentative form:

Claim: there is a goldfinch in the garden.
Request for Basis: How do you know?
Basis: From the red head.

Ground for Doubt: But that’s not enough; woodpeckers also have red heads.'®

Austin sees this as an example of the skeptical argument since “the conclusion is, as Descartes
explicitly says, not that the claim is ‘manifestly false’, but rather that the claimant can no longer
claim to know it’s true: it can be reasonably doubted.”® Where Austin takes issue with this is
where Cavell quotes him stating “yet some are prone to argue that because I sometimes don’t
know or can’t discover, I never can.”'®® Austin’s accusation is that the skeptic takes an example
such as the goldfinch — where doubt can be raised about a particular knowledge claim — then
goes on to make a larger claim that therefore we cannot know anything. In other words, his
accusation is that the skeptic does not have a reasonable doubt — they are overgeneralizing. If this
accusation proved true, this would show that the skeptic’s argument is in fact unreasonable and
undermines itself:

If the considerations of the ordinary language philosopher provide us with the model or
image of the reasonableness that the traditional epistemologist requires of his procedures,
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show us what the reasonableness is that those procedures require, then how can those very
considerations seem to come to cast suspicion on those very procedures?*®’

For Cavell, the challenge here is to figure out how the ordinary language philosopher can
claim the same kind of reasonableness, but comes to an “apparently contrary” conclusion. How
can the skeptic, or Descartes, attain the reasonableness they are looking for? The first step to take
in response to this criticism is to create the same argumentative form as Austin’s example, but
with the considerations Descartes has made:

Claim: I have hands

Request for Basis: How do you know?

Basis: From the senses

Ground for doubt: But that is not enough; the senses sometimes deceive you.

As can be seen the argumentative form is identical. However, there is still a fundamental
difference in what is being claimed. In response, Cavell begins by saying “now first of all the
epistemologist is not arguing what Austin says he is prone to ‘argue’.” Instead, he says the
skeptic “sees or recognizes that since I don’t” know, or can’t discover, in this case, | can know in
no case at all.” The challenge is to determine what this “seeing” or “recognizing” entails.

Where the epistemologist’s project begins “is one which we should all recognize as
holding the best prospect of certainty'%: the fact that | have hands is something that | take to be
as certain as can possibly be. The skeptic takes the best possible case for knowledge as opposed
to a case for knowledge that could be modified in order to be more certain, such that

to say that the philosopher takes ... the ‘best’ case for knowing is to say that he takes a
case in which factors of personal training and care of judgment, and in which contextual
matters of opportunity and conditions, are irrelevant: all you have to know, to achieve
knowledge in the philosopher’s case, is, one could say, how to talk.*®

In Austin’s example, there is the possibility of improving our capacity for knowledge. We could
have been closer to the goldfinch; we could have studied bird watching practices in order to
identify different birds more quickly; etc. But as Cavell argues “in the traditional philosopher’s
case, no such descriptions will help; change any of the obvious factors any way you like ... and
you still won’t have so much as touched the question whether we know that there is a table, a

pencil, an envelope here.”**® No amount of expertise or closeness is going to help you determine
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how you know you have hands. It is in this sense that Austin’s argument fails, for the object of
knowledge is different.

The skeptic is concerned with generic objects, and it is in doubting generic objects that the
skeptic is led to doubting knowledge as a whole, since these examples are supposed to be
representative of our best cases for knowledge. Once this is understood Cavell claims “the step
from there to the conclusion that we never know, is trivial.”*** This is why Cavell claimed that
the skeptic is not prone to argue what the ordinary philosopher claims they do, because the
skeptic does not need to argue this point at all. If it is the case that our most exemplary form of
knowledge can be doubted then this brings our entire claim to knowledge into question. Yet, the
question is: what is the context in which the philosopher raises these concerns? If the context is
not a reasonable one then the skeptic fails. With this in mind Cavell says

But what | have so far claimed is this: if there is a fallacy in the traditional conception or
repudiation of knowledge, it is betrayed not by a hasty generalization from ‘some’ cases to
‘all’ cases, but by the way in which, or the purpose for which, the philosopher selects that
‘best’ case of knowledge, and by what he has had to do (to himself) in order to get the
question whether we know to arise there.!*?

If there is a fundamental problem inherent within skepticism, we cannot simply leave them in the
hands of Austin to dismiss as Rorty suggested; instead it has to do with the selection of the
generic object as grounds for doubt — i.e. why doubt that your hands exist in the first place?

In his quest to understand how the skeptical question arises, Cavell takes the traditional
epistemologist, and therefore some skeptics, to respond to Austin’s accusations in the following
manner: “It is a perfectly natural question, but one that ‘for practical purposes’ need not
arise.”™3 This is to respond to Austin’s claim that the grounds for doubt is unreasonable, and
reply that it is in fact reasonable, but will not arise outside of the philosophy class room. There is
reason to believe that Cavell is keeping Descartes in mind (or Hume), as Descartes says “But this
undertaking is arduous, and a certain laziness brings me back to my customary way of living.”**
The idea is that despite being confronted with these grounds for doubt and uncertainty, we fall
back into our ordinary modes of believing in the external world.

Cavell does not like the response that skepticism need not arise as it seems plain that if the

traditional epistemologist concedes that in ordinary situations the grounds for skeptical doubt
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need not arise, then the traditional epistemologist and the skeptic have given into Austin’s
criticisms. Given that epistemology casts doubt upon the whole of knowledge by casting doubt
“on a case of knowledge which we all recognize to exemplify knowledge at its best™*** Cavell
suggests the following: “If, therefore, there is something wrong with the epistemologist’s
procedures it must, apparently, lie in his choice of generic object as his focus of investigation, or
in the basis he has chosen as its support, or in the ground for doubt he has directed against this
basis.”''® There are three ways to properly object to the skeptic: either you question their choice
in a generic object, the support for their choice in a generic object, or the grounds for doubt for
doubting said object. Cavell thinks that most attempts — such as Austin’s — to reject skepticism
take the argumentative form of the latter two options:

It should trouble someone who thinks these criticisms sufficient that their subjects do not
find them fatal; they themselves have urged the reasonableness of their procedures while
they also fully recognize the paradoxicality of their conclusions. If you accuse someone of
being unreasonable, it isn't only good manners, or good policy, to be sure you know why
he thinks he is not. Maybe there is something you are not noticing. And of course it is no
answer to a paradox to say it can't be true; the point of calling a claim paradoxical already
registers the fact that it looks as if it can't be true.**’

Cavell is pointing out two important steps here: first, Austin and other philosophers who believe
they have completely banished the skeptic should reflect upon the fact that the skeptic remains
unconvinced; second, the implications of Cavell’s statement are fairly straightforward — taking
these routes against the skeptic fails to take the skeptic seriously (so — I might add — why should
the skeptic take these criticisms seriously?). Furthermore, even if these arguments could be
considered convincing, Cavell is questioning whether they are fatal to the traditional skeptic’s
position: while they might create difficulties or show inconsistencies, they do not truly refute the
position. Therefore, he wants to further investigate the first option instead.

Before examining this choice in the generic object, Cavell qualifies his project:

| cannot prove, | do not know that | would wish to prove, that there is an initiating question
about knowledge as a whole, and once initiated an unignorable question, that philosophers
of knowledge, of human knowing, find themselves to pose.'®
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Cavell does not want to claim that he can determine that there is a single initiating question about
knowledge which necessarily pushes us to skepticism. Instead, Cavell begs us to take the
skeptical position seriously to understand how it comes to be:

What | am asking, then, is that we take the philosopher’s original — and originating —
question with the same seriousness that the ordinary language philosopher wishes us to
take any statement a human being utters ... Unless we make that question real for
ourselves, the philosopher's answers to it will seem as slovenly and unreal — as academic
— as the ordinary language philosopher supposes. And once it seems a real problem, the
answers to it may not seem so clearly, or wrongly, forced.**®

If we do not take the skeptical question seriously, then we are guilty of talking past the skeptic.
This concern is not merely aimed at the ordinary language philosopher, but also at any traditional
epistemologist or skeptic who thinks that the skeptical position is merely an academic one, or
one that only arises in theory as opposed to practice.

It would be prudent then to provide a real-world example to make this case more
persuasive. Normally, when discussing epistemological skepticism, the sentiment is that this
range of thought occurs only for the philosopher. The way skepticism is treated is as though it
never occurs for the rest of humanity — it is the philosopher’s boogeyman. Sometime before the
end of the Fall semester of 2019 | met a non-philosopher who expressed solipsism — skepticism
about other minds — unprompted in such a genuine and detailed way that would put many of the
objections that have been raised throughout this work to shame. What do | mean by this? The
anecdote goes as follows: at a birthday party | met a person — Wallis — who is very energetic and
full of life. I spoke with Wallis on numerous occasions throughout the night and as | approached
them again, amongst some others, | realized they were in the middle of an intense conversation (I
did not realize this until I approached). The conversation was about love, but not the concept
itself. The question was fairly simple: how can | know that my love is reciprocated? The
question was not geared towards romantic love, necessarily (although the implications are the
same — or worse), but instead towards the love Wallis felt towards others generally. The dilemma
was that they could not know whether their love was reciprocated, which Wallis found disturbing
especially given just how much love they felt they had to give. Those involved in the
conversation tried to reassure Wallis in various ways or to question them in such a way as to
‘lead’ them away from the skeptical conclusion... suddenly this sounds familiar. Imagine Rorty

walks into the room then or, worse (perhaps), Austin. Austin approaches Wallis, a tear still
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sliding down their face, and says “I understand you find this quite disturbing, but you should
know that the context in which you are raising the question “is my love reciprocated?” is not
being raised in the right context, and is therefore nonsense.”

Of course, this is absurd. Not only would such a remark be rude, it entirely misses the
point. Clearly, Wallis has experienced something that has led them to this conclusion.
Furthermore, this conclusion has nothing to do with philosophy as a tradition. It just so happens
that in this very real scenario a non-philosopher (I can say it has been more than ten years since
the last time Wallis could have taken a class in philosophy) developed the skeptical recital on
their own terms. Granted, this was at the birthday party of a fellow philosopher and based off the
fact that Wallis shortly thereafter became very important to me personally, I would certainly say
they have philosophical “tendencies.” Nevertheless, there was no professor whispering in their
ear or “throwing up a cloud of dust.” What could possibly lead to such conclusions? How about
experiencing psychological gaslighting? Or toxic relationships — romantic, familial, or
otherwise? What of trauma? PTSD? In other words, experiences that, while varied and unique,
could and have happened to far too many of us. Philosophers aren’t going to respond to the
skeptic in a satisfying way by dismissing experiences. How do you help someone in a situation
like this? More often than not you at least begin by listening seriously.

To briefly address Rorty’s original concern then — why go back to Descartes? — the answer
is simply that we don’t need to, but it’s easier than rehashing the same problems in different
contexts when we already have a shared reference point (Descartes). | would also point out that
Cavell agrees with Rorty’s dissatisfaction with traditional philosophy — their philosophical
education. In fact, Cavell thinks Rorty is right in claiming that philosophers like Austin and
Wittgenstein have provided the tools for addressing traditional philosophy (epistemology) and
that he has no interest in ‘resuscitating’ a dead tradition. Instead, he claims

the question becomes how its preoccupations could ever have seemed to express our
fundamental concerns about our relation to the world and | and others in it, which for me,
is to ask how modern skepticism (in Descartes and Hume and Kant) can (have) come to
seem the fundamental question of philosophy.*?
Rorty can complain about being forced to go back to the “external world”” again, but in the end
the problems of others and knowledge isn’t going away simply because philosophers decide to

ignore it. We must still ask: how is the non-philosopher still coming to the same problem?
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Before seeking answers to the question Cavell poses, let us turn to the second of Rorty’s
classifications for skepticism. The Kantian, romantic skepticism (b) is defined as the “worry
about whether the words we use have any relation to the way the world actually is in itself.”*?
Rorty describes this kind of skepticism as a “hope for an impossible kind of knowledge, a
knowledge unmediated by our language-games.”*?> An example might be the problem of infinite
regress: if all statements require justification in order to be true, and consequently known, then
those justifications will require further justifications, ad infinitum. Alternatively, another
example would be Kant’s idea of a noumenal world (hence, ‘Kantian®).**® The difference
between romantic skepticism and professional skepticism is that the key to romantic skepticism
is that there is no concern about sense data, but a concern about “for us” (inside our language
game) vs. “in itself”, whereas professional philosophy’s skepticism draws the distinction
between “inside the mind/outside the mind.”*** Recall, Rorty takes no issue here with this kind
of skepticism. His point is that he believes Cavell wrongly conflates the distinction between the
professional and Kantian forms of skepticism by failing to acknowledge the difference between
these two approaches — I come back to this in a brief moment.

The third intellectual phenomenon of existential angst (c) is the experience of existential
dread due to some sort of revelation, in this case epistemological (skeptical) doubt. The example
Rorty gives is of Cavell giving the following description of such an experience:

“seeing ourselves outside the world as a whole,” looking in at it as we now look at some
objects from a position among others. This experience | have found to be fundamental in
classical epistemology (and, indeed, moral philosophy). It sometimes presents itself to me
as a sense of powerlessness to know the world, or to act upon it; I think it is also working
in the existentialist’s (or, say, Santayana’s) sense of the precariousness and arbitrariness of
existence, the utter contingency in the fact that things are as they are.'®

Cavell goes on to describe the experience in a very Nietzschean way as wanting “to know the

world as we imagine God knows it ... to rid us of the prideful craving to be God — | mean to rid

59126

us of it, not to replace it with a despair at our finitude.””*> The God’s-eye view is (b) in the sense

that we crave to know the world as we imagine God knows it, but our Kantian, romantic
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skepticism brings the possibility of such knowledge into doubt. Our desire for the God’s-eye
view reveals that our relation to the world is precarious and arbitrary — constrained by language —
and therefore one may be filled with anguish; once we abandon the search for truth, we are led to
existential despair. But in this line Cavell suggests that he wants to do away with this desire for
truth — to be rid of it, not replace it with our existential angst. It is in this way that Kantian,
romantic skepticism (b) and existential angst (c) are connected.

One may note, however, that in Cavell’s description of this experience, he includes
“classical epistemology” as a prime suspect in generating this sort of experience. Rorty insists,
however, that there is no “logical connection™*?” between (a) and (b) and furthermore that only
the “Kantian hope for an impossible kind of knowledge, a knowledge unmediated by our
language-games, our patterns of justification, our ideas or words ... as produced by the Sartrean
sense that only such an impossible sort of knowledge would overcome our terror at the sheer
contingency of things.”*? In the case of the professional philosopher, Rorty consistently returns
to the image of the traditional philosopher unable to take their own position seriously: skepticism
can be left in the armchair. When the philosophy professor encounters a student who actually
believes traditional skepticism, they try to assure the student that “it is all ‘just philosophy.’”*?

Cavell offers high praise in return for Rorty’s criticisms by saying “there is no other known
to me who is intellectually or culturally more broadly informed.”** However, this doesn’t
preclude Rorty from effectively missing the point. Again, the point is not to revive a dying
tradition, but to examine why it has persisted so long — why it continues to persist.

To frame the question with my whole project in mind, I suggest a slight modification:
instead of seeking the (or a) truth of skepticism, we should be after the truth in skepticism. The
comparison that always comes to my mind is John Stuart Mill’s skeptical argument from On
Liberty for free speech which can be simplified into three points:

1) Our current set of beliefs could always be wrong, or a competing set of beliefs true. To
assume otherwise would be to assume infallibility.

2) Even if a set of beliefs is incorrect or false, it is often the case that there is nevertheless
a sort of truth in it, and should therefore be examined.
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3) Even if somehow our current set of beliefs happened to be wholly true, and the
competing set of beliefs wholly false, our beliefs must be questioned and challenged
otherwise we will fall into dogmatism.

With this in mind, assume traditional epistemology is dead (therefore we need not concern
ourselves with (1)). Nevertheless, there might be some portion of truth to the tradition that could
still be of value (2). Furthermore, even if the tradition proves practically useless, it is still
important to remind ourselves of these traditions to avoid falling into dogmatism (3). While in
the case of (3) one could use this to defend why we still educate undergraduates by invoking the
same old philosophers and ideas, (2) is of far more interest to Cavell and me. While Rorty
facetiously complains that philosophy professors are merely baiting undergraduates into a fake
mystery, Cavell is trying to determine how we have been so consistently drawn to this traditional
vein, to skepticism. That is to say, even though traditional external world skepticism is
effectively ‘wrong,” or ‘misleading,’ there is still something about it that draws us toward it. We
cannot seem to shake the skeptical impulse. It is this impulse, this pull towards skepticism (and
conversely our equally seductive desire for truth) that Cavell wants to uncover. There is
something that is true in skepticism, or about skepticism.

Cavell admits on numerous occasions — one could even say is self-conscious — that he has
failed to make clear the connection between traditional epistemology (a) and the other two
intellectual phenomena of romantic skepticism (b) and existential angst (c).*** I must
consequently admit my own self-consciousness when approaching this problem precisely
because the fact that Cavell cannot explicitly make this connection seems to be a part of the

problem itself. Let me explain.

1.2.3 “Forced upon us”

Rorty unwittingly points to what | want to suggest is central to the conflict around the truth
of skepticism when he says: “My complaint about Cavell’s treatment of skepticism may be
summed up by saying that his book never makes this possibility [of skepticism] clear for
someone for whom it is not yet an actuality.”**? For Rorty, the experience of skepticism that

Cavell is trying to invoke is not one he has lived, it is not an actuality. Cavell is all too aware of
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this problem, which one can see from his considerations surrounding what he calls the “sense of
something amiss,” which is a moment when skepticism “has been forced upon us.”** This sense
of something amiss is the direct experience of skepticism — what | suggest makes it an
“actuality.” He considers this sense while grappling with the ordinary language philosopher’s
argument against skepticism: that the traditional examples used to show the problem of
skepticism do not arise ordinarily, and are therefore unfounded.

If the philosopher's situation is one in which there is in fact, or in appearance, something
amiss, something which needs accounting for, then the ordinary language criticisms to the
effect that the possibilities the philosopher invokes are absurd, unrealistic, unreasonable,
can be repudiated.*®*

In other words, if Cavell can show that the problem of skepticism is ‘ordinary’ in the sense that it
is forced upon the philosopher in some way (through the sense of something amiss) then the
ordinary language philosopher’s (Austin’s) objection will be addressed. Cavell’s “major claim,”
as he puts it, is that the skeptic’s doubts are “a response to, or expression of, a real experience
which takes hold of human beings” and that while the skeptic’s doubts are “not a response to
questions raised in ordinary practical contexts” it is nevertheless “a response which expresses a
natural experience of a creature complicated or burdened enough to possess language at all. "t
Cavell gives three lived examples (calling a phone number he believed was incorrect, tuning into
the radio and believing he knows better than the radio host, and the epistemology class room)
where he has encountered the sense that something is amiss and where he has been forced to re-

136 (recall

examine a situation and ultimately infer the moral that “human beings are fallible
Mill’s first argument). I can also attest to having had the sense of something amiss, and one that
resembles a problem found in traditional philosophy. For this reason, | offer my own example in
the following tale.

Around the age of four or five I lived in a strange house in the middle of London, Ontario
next to the river which was surrounded by trees (or a “bush”) and a few long-abandoned and
crumbling houses. I distinctly recall that one day there had been a number of dead rats in the
yard and | remember my brother’s father hard at work to clear them out with a rake. | asked him

about this roughly a year later; whether he remembered that strange event. He responded with

133 The Claim of Reason, p.139.
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confusion by asking me to repeat myself. I quickly told him it was nothing. What I realized was
that one of my memories was in fact a dream. One might insist | had mistaken the dream for a
memory, but other than the contents of this phenomenon giving me a strong enough hint, there is
no way for me to distinguish this dream from other memories. Even to this day, | have a clear
and distinct image in my mind of the events much in the same way | do about other events
around that point in my life such as the first real goal | ever scored playing soccer or later my
first (failed) Catholic confession. What if the dream had been slightly less absurd? What if he
had been raking toy cars or piles of dandelions? While still strange, this sort of experience
becomes more difficult to explain away. | had only come to this surprising discovery nearly a
year later after having voiced the memory aloud by standing in the same spot | had occupied in
my dream. | realized that such a situation was so absurd that it had to be a dream. Notice too that
| was only able to realize it was a dream by speaking with another human; | became conscious of
events. In that moment, as | stood stunned by my realization, | was experiencing the sense of
something amiss.

Regardless of whether one finds my story convincing, this kind of example is insufficient
to make the jump from realizing one was struck by the feeling of something amiss, that one was
incorrect about something which he or she believed they were certain about, to the metaphysical
conclusion that one can know nothing. A sense of feeling amiss that was much stronger would be
necessary to make this claim. Furthermore, Cavell is not looking to prove that we can know
nothing, but as | have said, he is trying to determine the origin of such a conviction or thought.
He then says the following:

I can here only attest to my having had such experiences and, though struggling against
them intellectually, have had to wait for them to dissipate in their own time. It seems to me
that I relive such experiences when | ask my students, as habitually at the beginning of a
course in which epistemology is discussed, whether they have ever had such thoughts as,
for example, that they might, when for all the world awake, be dreaming.**’

What more can be said then? Can we only take Cavell at his word? Perhaps one might attempt to
survey individuals to see if others have ever had this experience. Is there an example that I, or
Cavell, could give that would convince someone of this sense of something amiss without having

experienced it themselves?

37 The Claim of Reason, p.143.
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If it is the case that an experience is required in order to understand a concept, then | fear
this could have tragic consequences. The implication is that a concept would be inaccessible to
someone if they lacked the necessary experience (or, more accurately, if they are incapable of
identifying or relating to such an experience). Consequently, there could be a case where two
competing views are arrived at through rational means and where at least one view requires an
experience to understand. This case would entail that the defenders of these views would fail to
attain attunement or agreement — they would have a “rational disagreement.”** | would even go
so far as to use Cavell’s phrase and say this could lead to an “intellectual tragedy.”**

Put more directly, my hypothesis is this: one cannot come to accept the truth of skepticism
— our relation to the world as one of not-knowing — without having experienced it, without it
being an actuality. To be clear, this experience need not take the shape of a dream. One might
experience skepticism through going to a philosophy class, through interpersonal drama, seeing a
film, or any other number of ways. While Cavell explicitly calls this a sense of “something

amiss»l40

and sometimes calls it an “experience”, he describes it more often as a “relation” such
“that our relation to the world’s existence is somehow closer than the ideas of believing and
knowing are made to convey.”**! The wider implications are that we may attain rational
disagreement — a situation in which no rational argument could disprove competing views — and
that at least one of these views are inaccessible to the advocate of the opposing view. When
considering only the matter of the skepticism, this suggests that philosophers like Kripke and
Rorty — including major interpreters of Cavell such as Mulhall (1994) and Williams (1991) —
may have never experienced the sense of something amiss or the truth of skepticism.
Alternatively, it could be that they have had a related experience, but something about the
experience put them off (given some of their hostility towards skepticism, this might be more
likely). Without having experienced skepticism, one may struggle to understand it. Therefore, if
one lacks the experience, one may be unable to appreciate the importance of skepticism to
Cavell.

It must be emphasized that this is a hypothesis and could never become a proper thesis. The

reason being is that it would be incorrect (and over presumptuous) to claim that someone else
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lacks a specific experience necessary for understanding. Making such a claim is effectively a
(weak) kind of solipsism, where “all we can know” is our own experience, and since these
experiences determine how we form our concepts, we cannot come to share these concepts.
Instead, what my hypothesis is meant to convey is the possibility of having un-accessed
concepts: it could be the case that the major interpreters of Cavell lack the proper experience, but
| cannot claim that they have not had such an experience. To claim they haven’t had such an
experience would require a detailed analysis of their views and a dose of mindreading.

Return to the case of the teacher and student | discussed in relation to Kripke in Part I. |
ended the discussion by recognizing the point where reasons come to an end, where Wittgenstein
is “inclined to say: “This is simply what I do’.”**? There will inevitably be moments where the
teacher tries to convey information, but the student will (seem to) fail to understand the concept.
Kripke’s conception was that the student seeks entry into the community, but what my analysis
of community would suggest, is that the child is not seeking admittance, but is already a member
seeking acknowledgement. We could say, continued admittance, but this would still maintain the
notion that the student is being “judged” or “tested.” Instead, prima facie the example of a priest
or religion teacher trying to explain the concept of God to a student might serve as a better
example where some kind of experience would be required in order to understand the concept of
the divine. My young brother serves as a good case of a ‘student’ failing to understand the
concept of God: one day, quite sporadically, my brother (no older than ten years old at the time)
declared that he believed in God. Whereas I had been originally raised Catholic, my brother had
received no religious education whatsoever. When my mother and | asked why, he replied (quite
seriously) it was because of the comedy film Bruce Almighty. This is a perfect example of how
someone being mistaken about what we do can lead to a comic situation. | am inclined to say that
my brother’s view of God as Morgan Freeman is incorrect and so he did not understand the
concept of “God.” Is this because of a lack of experience? Probably. Are we inclined to say that
his views of God are completely inaccessible to others? Of course not.

What this example is meant to show is that even when someone does not share our reasons
for believing in any particular view, we do not simply give up. A good teacher perseveres in their
attempts to educate. And | might add, regardless of age. At one point Kripke says of an adult

misapplying addition without any visible pattern of error: “If this happens to him generally, and
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his responses seem to me to display little discernible pattern, I will judge him probably to have
gone insane.” ** | cannot agree with this statement because many of us often fail to apply
mathematical principles in ways that can be quite baffling. For example, the closest | have come
to experiencing skepticism at the hands of mathematics (Am | the one who’s misunderstanding
addition?) came about while finding a new place to live with one of my partners. The issue was
that my partner failed to apply (what | see as) basic addition when it comes to understanding how
we would be losing money by paying first month’s rent on a new apartment while still
overlapping the (already paid) last month of rent on the old apartment. In her mind, the old place
was already paid for, what does it matter if our last month of the old home and first month of the
new home overlap? Perhaps this is not quite “to display little discernible pattern”, but the
misunderstanding did persist for an extended period of time. The solution, of course, was to
approach the problem differently: by showing an excel sheet with all the monthly rent values,
suddenly the misunderstandings disappeared. No one is insane for being bad at math — even if
they are habitually bad at it. In fact, it seems to me that mathematics is a poor site to evoke
skepticism in general.

More broadly, consider for example, when the competing world-views are between a
teacher and student, we are inclined to think that typically the student is incorrect. To put it
plainly, the student is not likely in a position to evoke skepticism in the teacher, primarily only
the teacher could evoke skepticism in the student due to the nature of their authority. However,
in the debate between Cavell’s standard interpreters and me, this serves as a case where the
debate is equal — on even footing, say. We provide reasons for our view, but eventually, through
great (and serious) deliberation we may come to a point where debate comes to an end — where
there is no convincing the other side. Even in the case where it seems as though there is nothing
left to say | could not claim that they lack the necessary experience to understand the truth of
skepticism. Instead, what must be done (and what good philosophers often do), is to keep
pushing our ideas forward. We keep trying. To borrow a term from Nietzsche, we become

Versucher — tempters and attempters.

13 Kripke, 1982, p.90.
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1.2.4 Standard vs. Skeptical: A Matter of Refutation

| have been setting the scene with this idea that there is a “standard” interpretation of
Cavell as well as a “skeptical” one. I would now like to tackle these differences directly in such a
way as to address the standard interpretation so as not to misrepresent some of their ideas.
Particularly, I would like to return to the issues brought up in 1.2.1 and my discussion of Cavell’s
odd claim. What | suggested was that, first and foremost, there is some kind of prejudice against
skeptical theorizing, but more questionably | may be taken to suggest that the whole of the
standard interpretation fails to address Cavell’s claim that he (and Wittgenstein) is not in the
business of refuting skepticism. If this is correct, this would be a gross oversight on the part of
the standard interpretation; so gross as to wonder how any interpretation without an account of
Cavell’s claim should ever be considered “standard.” However, credit must be given where
credit is due: Mulhall does offer an account of what Cavell means when he says he (and
Wittgenstein) is not in the business of refuting skepticism. To showcase Mulhall’s stance on this
issue, I rely on the work done by Sanford Shieh, who discusses this tension with a good deal of
attention and clarity. The only non-skeptical interpretation | know of other than Mulhall who
explicitly attempts to address Cavell’s position on refutation (and the truth of skepticism) is
Malcolm Turvey', but seeing as he is unsympathetic to Cavell’s position, I am not interested in
addressing his comments here. By discussing the shortfalls of Mulhall’s position | show how my
original criticism of the standard interpretation as akin to an Austin 2.0 stands firm. Furthermore,
| take my contributions to be in line with those of Macarthur and Norris, who offer similar
interpretations to my own.

According to Shieh’s account, if Mulhall is being sincere in claiming that the skeptic
speaks nonsense or is unintelligible then there is a serious problem of consistency: “does
inevitable unintelligibility not furnish a conclusive reason for rejecting any philosophical
position, and is not the refusal to title such conclusive reasons a ‘refutation’ a quibble?”**® The
echo of Williams’s silly claim that Cavell’s position is “a refutation [of skepticism] as definitive
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as we ever see in philosophy”™™ effectively exposes how Mulhall is making the same claim. The

way we normally employ the word “unintelligible” is when describing something worth refuting.

144 «Ig scepticism a “natural possibility’ of language? Reasons to be sceptical of Cavell’s Wittgenstein”, 2002.
15 Sanford Shieh, “The Truth of Skepticism” in Reading Cavell ed. Crary, A., & Shieh, S. (London: Routledge,
2006), p. 147-8.

148 Williams, p.16.



55

How can we (or why would we) describe “unintelligible” as something other than a form of
rejection? So if Mulhall were to insist that “unintelligibility” is not a form of refutation for
Cavell, he would need to answer the question: so for practical purposes how is this any different
from a refutation?

What perplexes me is that Mulhall seems to be aware of the issues | have raised at least on
some level as he begins his discussion of refutation as follows:

By this stage in Cavell's painstaking investigation, it may seem clear that the sceptical
impulse has run into the sands. Not only the assumption that genuine grounds exist for
raising a doubt about a claim to know of the existence of a generic object, but also the
assumption that it is appropriate to articulate such a knowledge-claim about such an object
in the first place, have both been shown to lack any substance; and as a result there appears
to be no way in which the sceptical impulse might find intelligible expression. It might
seem that if anything constitutes a refutation of scepticism, this does; and if it is interpreted
this way, Cavell's work would stand four-square within the tradition of orthodox
Wittgensteinian treatments of scepticism.**’

As far as Mulhall is concerned, Cavell has shown that the pursuit of the generic object and other
components of the skeptical recital have “run into the sands” (contrary to my position). Mulhall
admits that as his position stands, it appears as though Cavell is providing a refutation of
skepticism, in line with the old Wittgensteinian reading (or Austinian reading), but that
ultimately he needs to account for Cavell’s insistence that he is not in the business of refuting
skepticism. Mulhall provides four reasons for understanding Cavell’s non-refutation position.
The first reason is as follows.

First, it is a repudiation of the idea that Wittgensteinian criteria in themselves constitute a
refutation of scepticism. Cavell wishes to dissociate himself from any version of a claim
often made by Wittgensteinian philosophers, namely, that criteria confer certainty, from
which it would follow that the mere presence of criteria in any concrete case is enough to
license a flat rejection of any attempt to articulate sceptical doubts, and that the continued
desire to articulate such doubts must be symptomatic of a simple failure to apprehend the
true nature of ordinary language.*®

The first part of this claim makes perfect sense: Cavell does not believe Wittgenstein is in the
business of refuting skepticism. Yet, the second part of this quote alleges that the mere presence
of criteria is sufficient for rejecting any attempts to articulate skeptical doubt. If that sounds
contradictory to everything I have said about Cavell so far, that’s because it is. Here he seems to

side with me despite the fact that his conclusion is not that different from the position he says

Y7 Mulhall 1994, p. 102.
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Cavell wishes to dissociate himself from. What is the difference between Mulhall’s position and
the Wittgensteinian philosophers?

He attempts to reconcile his stance against skepticism with the truth of skepticism — our
relation to the world not being that of knowing — by making claims like the following: “Cavell
disavows refutation because the trouble he discerns in skepticism is not falsity but
unintelligibility.”**° So we should see skeptical claims as unintelligible — void of meaning.
Somehow this is different from “a flat rejection of any attempt to articulate sceptical doubt.”
Shieh confirms this by pointing to the fact that Mulhall claims “the inevitable consequence of
succumbing to the skeptical impulse [is] that that impulse cannot be given intelligible

130 The idea here is that it is not the case that the skeptic is “false” or “wrong” in

expression.
what they are doing, but unintelligible. The skeptic is attempting to view the world from a
God’s-eye view, to find some form of certainty. Remember, skeptics include both those who
affirm and those who deny that we have knowledge of the world (or other minds). The skeptic is
trying to escape the bounds of our criteria — the bounds of our intelligibility. So the skeptic is not
wrong, so much as confused.

For example, skeptical claims, such as “we cannot know that there is a piece of paper on
the table,” are senseless in that they erroneously contain words that are familiar to typical users
of the English language. The clause “we cannot know” cannot ordinarily be used to denote
absolute uncertainty, instead it can only be used in a practical sense, such as “we cannot know if
there was any evidence in the car because it exploded.” In this example there is a clear line that
can be drawn about how we cannot confirm or verify a piece of information and in which it
makes sense to say “we cannot know” whereas for the piece of paper on the table such a denial
(insofar as it is on the table) is nonsense. If this sounds familiar, it is because Mulhall’s standard
interpretation essentially continues with Austin, but modifies the position in order to avoid the
problem of authority:

if our relation to the world and to others in general presupposes a background of
attunement in criteria, then it cannot be one of knowing, where knowing is construed as
certainty; but by the same token, that relation cannot be subject to failures of knowledge.
The problem with the sceptic is not that he fails to recognize that criteria can provide the
knowledge he craves, but that he raises the question of knowledge at the level or depth at
which human beings relate themselves to the world by means of criteria, and so at a level

199 Shieh, 2006, p. 147.
50 Mulhall 1994, p. 104.
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or depth at which knowledge is not and cannot be at issue. In so doing, in asking criteria to
do what they cannot intelligibly be asked to do but taking that inability as a failure, the
sceptic in effect repudiates our criteria; he refuses them as inadequate to their task.*

Mulhall’s interpretation of Cavell can be seen as an Austinian response to skepticism, but
attempting to accommodate that our relation to the world is not one of knowing. In Austin’s
objection, the skeptic’s mistake is in using our criteria (our ordinary usage) incorrectly. Under
Mulhall’s formulation, it is not that the skeptic is using language incorrectly (since he has as
much authority as the ordinary language philosopher) it is that the skeptic is demanding of
criteria something it cannot provide. Skepticism is demanding that criteria confer certainty, when
this was never something criteria were meant to do.

Mulhall makes these claims in part based on an earlier claim of his that “Cavell's
understanding of criteria implies that, although the conclusion of scepticism is in some way awry
or confused, the progress of the sceptic to the point where he feels compelled to renounce the
conceptual scheme he shares with others cannot be blocked simply by invoking criteria.”**?
Mulhall bases this claim on the following passage in The Claim of Reason, yet Cavell makes no
mention of the skeptic being awry or confused, but the opposite:

If the fact that we share, or have established, criteria, is the condition under which we can
think and communicate in language, then skepticism is a natural possibility of that
condition; it reveals most perfectly the standing threat to thought and communication, that
they are only human, nothing more than natural to us.**

Assuming criteria are an adequate way to describe how we ordinarily engage in communication,
then skepticism must exist. Criteria are a natural part of our relation to the world and skepticism
is a result of when criteria fail us. Mulhall’s idea that criteria prevent the skeptic’s doubts from
taking shape is backwards. Our criteria are not perfect, can never be perfect. Therefore | ask:
how could we improve criteria or change them or alter them if doubting them leads to being
unintelligible?

If you look at the section Mulhall quotes it even mentions the truth of skepticism at the end

of the passage. Mulhall is in a strange position because while his analysis is excellent, he does
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everything he can to omit or evade the truth of skepticism.** He rarely mentions the truth of
skepticism and even when he does he refers to it as a “truth or moral that can be derived from

scepticism.”**

By referring to the truth of skepticism as a “moral” (I have only found Cavell
referring to it this way in two places in The Claim of Reason) it inadvertently diminishes the
power and importance of the truth of skepticism. What Mulhall fails to appreciate is that while
Cavell is not jumping into bed with traditional epistemological skepticism, he is nevertheless
trying to come to terms with our skeptical impulse — he is grappling to understand why
skepticism has never been fully vanquished.

Now, to some extent Mulhall allows for some of the concerns | have raised, but in a very
inadequate way in his presentation of the second component of Cavell’s reasons for abstaining
from refuting skepticism:

This is Cavell's second reason for rejecting the idea of refuting scepticism: we cannot
‘refute’ the possibility that someone will decide (or find, or be driven to the conclusion)
that he no longer agrees with others, that his attunement with them has limits; we cannot
‘refute’ ;%166 possibility of repudiating an agreement, however fundamental that agreement
may be.

Shieh shares my reluctance in finding this second component at all convincing. As he puts it “It
is hard to make sense of this reason, because it is unclear what would count as refuting a
possibility.”*>" Mulhall seems to be allowing for a very rudimentary or empty form of skepticism
despite all the efforts he has placed in avoiding skepticism: there is always the ‘possibility’ that
someone might present a compelling skeptical argument. How is this any less “unintelligible”
than all the other forms of skepticism presented so far? Would Cavell really stake the whole of
his project on a possibility of skepticism? This is far too weak. If skepticism were a mere
possibility, it would never have survived this long.

The third component Mulhall provides is where we can see that his structural
reconfiguration of Cavell’s ideas falls apart:

Of course, given that Cavell also regards agreement in criteria as the presupposition of
mutual intelligibility, he is committed to thinking that the consequence of repudiating them
will be a failure of intelligibility—an inability to mean, what we think we mean, or to mean
anything, by what we say; so a mismatch between what the sceptic says and what he

% In Recounting the Ordinary, Mulhall makes mention of the truth of skepticism no more than ten times (and fewer
times explicitly). Five times in his chapter on external world skepticism, three times in the chapter on skepticism
about other minds, once in a postscript, and arguably once in his chapter related to art.
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wishes to mean remains the inevitable consequence of succumbing to the sceptical
impulse, such that that impulse cannot be given intelligible expression. But this merely
provides a third reason for rejecting the idea of refuting scepticism: for on this account of
its necessary fate, the sceptical impulse is not best characterized as a commitment to a
body of beliefs or hypotheses which might be based upon inadequate evidence or invalid
arguments and so might be open to refutation; it is rather an impulse to repudiate or deny
the framework within which alone human speech is possible, and so exemplifies one way
in which human beings attempt to deny their conditionedness (their condition). In short, on
Cavell's view, the sceptical repudiation of criteria embodies an inflexion of the human
desire to transcend finitude, to deny the human; and although we may struggle against or
succumb to particular outbreaks of such a desire, and although the desire itself may be
subject to diagnosis and interpretation, it is not open to refutation.'*®

The skeptic is doomed to unintelligibility. The skeptic does not mean what they think they mean
because they doubt the very foundation of meaning. The skeptic is the confused one attempting
to escape finitude. To put the issue more plainly, Mulhall sees criteria as providing the basis for
our language — without criteria you cannot even speak (this is correct). Skepticism is the point at
which those criteria are being brought into question (correct) and therefore attempting to operate
outside the system (dubious). Being outside the “system” entails unintelligibility (even more
dubious).

I indicated that two of Mulhall’s moves were dubious — why? If Mulhall was correct in
identifying that all skepticism is, is an attempt to get outside the system and to get a God’s-eye
view then he would be equally correct in claiming all skepticism is nonsense or unintelligible.
And this is true about some forms of skepticism. But, what | have been trying to show is that
there are many sides to or kinds of skepticism. The kind of skepticism Mulhall has in mind
would certainly fall into the traditional epistemological branch and so — and this is important — if
someone was committed to a body of beliefs and hypotheses that affirm (in some shape or other)
that our relationship to the world is one of knowing then Mulhall would be correct. But the truth
of skepticism acknowledges that our relationship to the world is not one of knowing.
Furthermore, this is still at odds with Cavell’s insistence that the traditional vein of skepticism
has something important to teach us.

Shieh reveals that the natural tension in Mulhall’s position is a matter of trying to maintain
two claims that are essentially in conflict: “there is no crucial piece of knowledge about language
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that skeptics lack or have forgotten, and that the rest of us possess” ™ and that that skepticism’s
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“necessary fate”, as Mulhall puts it, leads to unintelligibility. In other words, if we have perfectly
reasonable grounds for rejecting skepticism in a specific instance, these reasons are accepted by
the skeptic. Nevertheless, the skeptic persists. This persistence is not supposed to be the result of
a mistake. But unintelligibility entails some kind of mistake, does it not? In order for the skeptic
to persist under Mulhall’s characterization would be to imagine a skeptic who accepts their own
unintelligibility such as a traditional epistemologist claiming “‘Of course I know that my
philosophical project requires me to be unintelligible; but that’s all right I have decided to be
unintelligible, because my project is more important than mere intelligibility.”**®°

This is what the traditional epistemologist would have to say under Mulhall’s
characterization. But who out there really believes this? Who is this unintelligible skeptic?
Nietzsche effectively does this when he says that “The falseness of a judgement is for us not
necessarily an objection to a judgement; in this respect our new language may sound
strangest.”*®* He could provide a case of someone who is doing what Mulhall claims the skeptic
has to do, but given that Cavell makes no indication that this is his move, | do not see a
compelling reason to pursue this line of reasoning further here. The point is that the skeptic is
reasonable, is fully informed, and is not merely making a mistake. If the skeptic is reasonable,
fully informed, and not committing and error, how could they be unintelligible?

Finally, the fourth component of Mulhall’s position, I include for completeness’ sake more
than anything else is that he takes the skeptic’s “persistence in the face of philosophers' attempts
to treat his doubts as misplaced or false reveals an important flaw in the position of his
opponents, both traditional and Wittgensteinian— namely, their belief that we do know, and with
certainty, the things that the sceptic doubts.”*®? This would be what Mulhall calls the moral of
skepticism; that the pursuit for certainty is a lost cause. | agree with this claim, but given its
context, it is comes off as shallow in its attempt at rectifying the fact that Cavell speaks too
highly of skepticism to fit with the rest of Mulhall’s interpretation.

| have found no reason to believe Mulhall sees himself as presenting an Austinian Cavell,
but the ways he describes Cavell’s criticisms of skepticism and traditional epistemology is too
similar to Austin to ignore. By maintaining that the skeptic is confused or misusing language he

falls prey to the same objection Cavell raises against Austin. Norris points this out in his analysis
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of Cavell’s essays “Existentialism and Analytic Philosophy” and “Austin at Criticism.”®®

Believing the idea that the skeptic can be corrected or is committing an error fails to take the
skeptic seriously. The skeptic is just as authoritative about how we speak as Austin is and both
are vying for acknowledgement from other speakers. According to Cavell, Austin fails to
properly employ his own ordinary language philosophy because it is “methodologically
fundamental” to take the skeptic seriously, “not out of politeness” but because the nature of

claims to the ordinary refute themselves without acknowledgement.*®*

Therefore, | contend that
while Mulhall and the ‘standard’ interpretation attempt to keep Cavell close to his teacher,
Cavell never had any intention of staying true to Austin, even in some modified form:

I knew that I must go beyond Austin’s practice by showing that an acceptance of Austin’s
work provides simultaneously an authentication of the possibility, as well as a rejection of
the stability, of skepticism; eventually Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations will
demonstrate, to my mind, that such an idea has to show itself essentially in every sentence
of philosophy (even when any given sentence may show no sign of being philosophical).'®®

This can likewise be seen in “Performative and Passionate Utterance” in Philosophy the
Day After Tomorrow where Cavell criticizes Austin for not abandoning this whole use of
“nonsense” as a means of dismissal. In fact, Cavell thinks that Austin’s concepts of performative
and passionate speech acts shows precisely why the emotivist project of insisting that moral
utterances are neither true nor false, leading to a kind of logistical nonsense, is a disingenuous
enterprise. Cavell is effectively accusing Austin of double-dealing since the ordinary language
philosopher leaves open the possibility that the emotivist is right — “But the view that an
utterance which is neither true nor false is thereby nonsense is precisely that for which Austin’s
work on the performative provides waves of counterexamples, the instances of which may

mount, he claims, into the thousands.”*%

Even though “he does not directly challenge it [the
claim of nonsense]”*®” Cavell wants to determine why Austin leaves this open.

While I could explore Cavell’s answers to these questions to understand why Austin leaves
this option open, | am not pursing this question seeing as it does not help expand on any ideas in

Cavell’s works at this point. My reason for bringing this up is to insist on the fact that Cavell

163 Norris 2017, p.41.

184 Stanley Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging,” in Must We Mean What We Say? (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969), p.239.

1% Stanley Cavell, Little Did | Know, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010), p.306.

1% Stanley Cavell, Philosophy the Day after Tomorrow, (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2005), p.161.

7 Ibid.



62

detaches himself from Austin and any claims about skepticism being empty, nonsensical, or
unintelligible. Admittedly, the skeptic can be confused, but this is not so much the skeptic being
inherently confused as opposed to specific instances of a confused skeptic — there are many as it
turns out.

But before I move on, | would like to put one question to rest. One problem | had with my
interpretation was the fact that Cavell had access to Mulhall’s commentary and philosophy. If
Mulhall’s interpretation is inconsistent with Cavell’s conception of skepticism, then what did
Cavell have to say about it? In their interview discussion, Paul Standish asks Cavell what he
thinks of Mulhall’s position which seems to cast him as a “libertarian” as opposed to a
“communitarian” even though Cavell’s treatment of those concepts seems to “defy the very
terms of that dichotomy” to which Cavell responds that roughly Norris got the political
dimension of his work correct and “That the community, rather than its existence being taken for

d.” 168

granted, is always in the process of forming itself in every wor This sets up Standish’s

follow up question: “Why do you think it’s important for Stephen Mulhall to cast you in that
way?” to which Cavell responds

I think it’s related to his wanting to protect the idea of rules as the basis of grammar that he
inherited from a kind of economical reception of Wittgenstein. It’s a loyalty to his
education. He’s an extremely intelligent person. I think he once described his motive in
writing his large book about my work in terms of his wanting to reconcile what he’s grown
up with, on the one hand, with my innovations in the subject, on the other, and to find that
they weren’t such a large departure. There are a number of departures which he cares
about, which is what prompted him to write the book, but he wanted to think that he could
preserve at least what was said about the inheritance of language and still have Freud and
Heidegger, the relationship with the arts, the other things that he cares about, and keep all
this intact. That may be much too crude an answer, but it is how I think about it.”**

It seems almost crude to claim that Mulhall was merely biased towards his own education, his
own philosophical background, but this is roughly Cavell’s view on the matter and one that |
highlighted before: “Gradually it has become clear to me what every great philosophy so far has
been: namely, the personal confession of its author and a kind of involuntary and unconscious
memoir.”*"® It seems to me that Cavell is correct in highlighting Mulhall’s intelligence, because

he does seem to understand Cavell perfectly up until skepticism rears its head. I think Mulhall’s

1%8 Stanley Cavell, “Stanley Cavell in Conversation with Paul Standish”, interview with Paul Standish, Journal of
1F;Qilosophy of Education, Vol. 46, No. 2, (2012), p.158.

Ibid.
170 Beyond Good and Evil, 6.



63

commentary and work would be all the more excellent if he had been able to identify and
acknowledge these points of departure with respect to skepticism. But he doesn’t and so instead
of “Mulhall’s Cavell” we have the “standard interpretation” which is itself misleading. | am the
one who gave it the title “standard interpretation” herein, but that is because it presents itself in
this manner, as being the “correct” way to interpret Cavell. And so to delve deeper into the

implications of Cavell’s philosophy | must move beyond Mulhall.
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1.3.0 The Nature of Philosophy

Am | a bad writer? Imposter syndrome looms. | do not bring this up in self-pity, but instead
as a moment of self-reflection. We (philosophers) often hold on to old sectarian ideals
surrounding our precious treasure (philosophy). We guard it carefully. Of course, I'm
generalizing. How should we do philosophy? If | dare even write the words: what is philosophy?
— Enough with your stream of conscious, what is it you mean to say? — Philosophy and writing
are intertwined — institutionally at least — in such a way that you cannot consider one without the
other. So then, how do I do philosophy? What is my style? How is it important? Does it speak to
you?

Perhaps this will speak to you instead: It is at this point that | would like to take a moment
to reflect upon my own philosophical methods so far and to settle some matters surrounding
Cavell’s position on external world skepticism and skepticism about other minds. While it might
seem somewhat backwards for me to reflect upon my methodology part way through this
philosophical endeavour, | take the time to do this now because many of the issues and features
raised by Cavell have informed my methodology. That is to say, one cannot