
 

Why Does The Claim of Reason Matter? 
A Symposium in Memory of Stanley Cavell (1926-2018) 

 
 
 

9:30-10:00 Breakfast 

10:00-10:10 Introduction by Toril Moi 

10:10-10:30 Sandra Laugier (CR 27-8) 

10:30-10:50 Juliet Floyd (CR 121-3) 

10:50-11:10 Mid-morning break 

11:10-11:30 Sarah Beckwith (CR 177) 

11:30:-11:50 Espen Hammer (CR 241) 

11:50-12:45 Discussion 

12:45-1:30 Lunch 

1:30-1:50 Avner Baz (CR 284-5) 

1:50-2:10 Toril Moi (CR 351-2) 

2:30-2:50 Rob Chodat (CR 359-60) 

2:50-4:00 Discussion 
 
 
 
*CR refers to Cavell’s The Claim of Reason. Each speaker will discuss a passage from the book.  



CRITERIA AND JUDGMENT 2<7

granting (or withholding) of consent is the precondition, or the condition,
of speaking for oneself.

To speak for oneself politically is to speak for the others with whom
you consent to association, and it is to consent to be spoken for by them
— not as a parent speaks for you, i.e., instead of you, but as someone in
mutuality speaks for you, i.e., speaks your mind. Who these others are, for
whom you speak and by whom you are spoken for, is not known a priori,
though it is in practice generally treated as given. To speak for yourself
then means risking the rebuff — on some occasion, perhaps once for all —
of those for whom you claimed to be speaking; and it means risking hav-
ing to rebuff —on some occasion, perhaps once for all —those who
claimed to be speaking for you. There are directions other than the polit-
ical in which you will have to find your own voice — in religion, in friend-
ship, in parenthood, in love, in art — and to find your own work; and the
political is likely to be heartbreaking or dangerous. So are the others.
But in the political, the impotence of your voice shows up quickest; it is
of importance to others to stifle it; and it is easiest to hope there, since
others are in any case included in it, that it will not be missed if it is
stifled, i.e., that you will not miss it. But once you recognize a community
as yours, then it does speak for you until you say it doesn't, i.e., until you
show that you do. A fortunate community is one in which the issue is
least costly to raise; and only necessary to raise on brief, widely spaced,
and agreed upon occasions; and, when raised, offers a state of affairs you
can speak for, i.e., allows you to reaffirm the polis.

It follows from including "speaking for others and being spoken for by
others" as part of the content of political consent, that mere withdrawal
from the community (exile inner or outer) is not, grammatically, the
withdrawal of consent from it. Since the granting of consent entails ac-
knowledgment of others, the withdrawal of consent entails the same ac-
knowledgment: I have to say both  "It is not mine any longer" (I am no
longer responsible for it, it no longer speaks for me) and  "It is no longer
ours" (not what we bargained for, we no longer recognize the principle
of consent in it, the original "we" is no longer bound together by consent
but only by force, so it no longer exists). Dissent is not the undoing of
consent but a dispute about its content, a dispute within it over whether
a present arrangement is faithful to it. The alternative to speaking for
yourself politically is not: speaking for yourself privately. (Because "pri-
vately" here can only either be repeating the "for myself", in which case
it means roughly, "I'm doing the talking"; or else it implies that you do
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28 WITTGENSTEIN AND THE CONCEPT OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

not know that you speak for others, which does not deny the condition
of speaking for others.) The alternative is having nothing (political) to
say.

I plan no very immediate analogy from such thoughts to the problems
Wittgenstein raises about "private language". But it does not seem to me
excessively far-fetched to find analagous thoughts present from early on in
the Investigations. At §3 2  there is this: "And now, I think, we can say:
Augustine describes the learning of human language as if the child came
into a strange country and did not understand the language of the coun-
try; that is, as if it already had a language, only not this one." If my
teacher of French will not accept what I say and do as what he says and
does, perhaps treating my American accent with tacit contempt, then I
will not learn French (from him). But what happens if "my elders", all of
them (those bigger people from whom, according to Augustine's passage,
I learn to use words), will not accept what I say and do as what they say
and do? Must they? Is it only natural for them to? Is it their responsibil-
ity? (This is a principal concern of Chapter VII.)

I would like to say: If I am to have a native tongue, I have to accept
what "my elders" say and do as consequential; and they have to accept,
even have to applaud, what I say and do as what they say and do. We do
not know in advance what the content of our mutual acceptance is, how
far we may be in agreement. I do not know in advance how deep my
agreement with myself is, how far responsibility for the language may
run. But if I am to have my own voice in it, I must be speaking for others
and allow others to speak for me. The alternative to speaking for myself
representatively (for someone else's consent) is not: speaking for myself
privately. The alternative is having nothing to say, being voiceless, not
even mute.

As was said, the best proof that there are such things as Wittengenstein
calls criteria is to produce some. And how do we go about that? There is
practically nothing to it: we look at what we say. But there are any num-
ber of ways of, any number of procedures we might call, "looking at"
"what we say". In what way are we to look at our words so far as that is
relevant to philosophy? Wittgenstein says we are to investigate what we
say grammatically. What this means is, presumably, only fully exempli-
fied by the procedures of his Investigations as a whole. But from time to
time he sketches certain procedures meant as miniature "grammatical in-
vestigations". For example:
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cated. Only masters of a game, perfect slaves to that project, are in a posi-
tion to establish conventions which better serve its essence.. This is why
deep revolutionary changes can result from attempts to conserve a project,
to take it back to its idea, keep it in touch with its history. To demand
that the law be fulfilled, every jot and tittle, will destroy the law as it
stands, if it has moved too far from its origins. Only a priest could have
confronted his set of practices with its origins so deeply as to set the terms
of Reformation. It is in the name of the idea of philosophy, and against
a vision that it has become false to itself, or that it has stopped thinking,
that such figures as Descartes and Kant and Marx and Nietzsche and Hei-
degger and Wittgenstein seek to revolutionize philosophy. It is because
certain human beings crave the conservation of their art that they seek to
discover how, under altered circumstances, paintings and pieces of music
can still be made, and hence revolutionize their art beyond the recognition
of many. This is how, in my illiteracy, I read Thomas Kuhn's The Struc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions: that only a master of the science can accept
a revolutionary change as a natural extension of that science; and that he
accepts it, or proposes it, in order to maintain touch with the idea of that
science, with its internal canons of comprehensibility and comprehensive-
ness, as if against the vision that, under altered circumstances, the normal
progress of explanation and exception no longer seem to him to be sci-
ence. And then what he does may not seem scientific to the old master. If
this difference is taken to be a difference in their natural reactions (and
Kuhn's use of the idea of a "paradigm" seems to me to suggest this more
than it suggests a difference in conventions) then we may wish to speak
here of conceptual divergence. Perhaps the idea of a new historical period
is an idea of a generation whose natural reactions — not merely whose
ideas or mores — diverge from the old; it is an idea of a new (human) na-
ture. And different historical periods may exist side by side, over long
stretches, and within one human breast.

We were led, and I take Wittgenstein to be similarly led, to those re-
cent more or less mathematical examples, from within a need to follow
out an idea of normality. Why is this? I am not competent to quarrel with
or to affirm Wittgenstein's ideas about logic and the foundation of mathe-
matics. But mathematical-looking fragments make their appearance as in-
tegral to the thought of the Investigations, and I cannot to that extent ig-
nore them. What is their function?

Their general background is an idea that the primitive abilities of
mathematics (e.g., counting, grouping, adding, continuing a series, find-
ing quantities equal or smaller) are as natural as any (other) region of a
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122 WITTGENSTEIN AND THE CONCEPT OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

natural tongue, and as natural as the primitive abilities of logic (e.g.,
drawing an inference, following a rule of substitution). The implication
is that ordinary language no more needs a foundation in logic than math-
ematics does. More specifically, he uses the picture of "continuing a se-
ries" as a kind of figure of speech for an idea of the meaning of a word,
or rather an idea of the possession of a concept: to know the meaning of
a word, to have the concept titled by the word, is to be able to go on with
it into new contexts — ones we accept as correct for it; and you can do
this without knowing, so to speak, the formula which determines the
fresh occurrence, i.e., without being able to articulate the criteria in terms
of which it is applied. If somebody could actually produce a formula, or
a form for one, which generated the schematism of a word's occurrences,
then Wittgenstein's idea here would be more than a figure of speech; it
would be replaced by, or summarize, something we might wish to call the
science of semantics.

Most immediately for us, the examples of "knowing how to continue"
give, as I was suggesting earlier, a simple or magnified view of teaching
and learning, of the transmission of language and hence of culture. It is
a view in which the idea of normality, upon which the strength of criteria
depends, is seen to be an idea of naturalness. It isolates or dramatizes the
inevitable moment of teaching and learning, and hence of communica-
tion, in which my power comes to an end in the face of the other's sepa-
rateness from me.

Wittgenstein's idea of naturalness is illustrated in his interpretation of
taking a thing to be selbstverstandlich.

The rule can only seem to me to produce all its consequences in advance if I
draw them as a matter of course. [§238]

I know the series, I can continue with a word, when, for me, the continu-
ity is a matter of course, a foregone conclusion. In the series of words we
call sentences, the words I will need meet me half way. They speak for
me. I give them control over me. (Maybe that is what a "sentence" is; or
rather "a complete thought".) That is what happens to my power over the
pupil; I give it over to the thing I am trying to convey; if I could not, it
would not be that thing. No conclusion is more foregone for me than that
that is human suffering, that that is the continuation of the series "i, 2,
3, . . .", that that is a painting, a sentence, a proof. What I take as a mat-
ter of course is not itself a matter of course. It is a matter of history, a
matter of what arrives at and departs from a present human interest. I
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cannot decide what I take as a matter of course, any more than I can de-
cide what interests me; I have to find out.

The course is not always smooth. What I took as a matter of course
(e.g., that that is a proof, that that is not a serious painting) I may come
to take differently (perhaps through further instruction or examples or
tips or experience, which it may be a matter of course for me to seek or
to deny). What I cannot now take as a matter of course I may come to; I
may set it as my task. "I am not used to measuring temperatures on the
Fahrenheit scale. Hence such a measure of .temperature 'says' nothing to
me" (§508). I know more or less how to go about getting used to another
measuring system, that it takes repeated practice; and it may or may not
work in my case — a fever of 39  degrees centigrade may never come to
look high. Taking counts, like cursing, is familiarly deep in a native
tongue; someone fluent in a foreign language may revert to the native for
just such purposes, as though he can't be sure they have taken effect
otherwise.

If it is the task of the modernist artist to show that we do not know
a priori what will count for us as an instance of his art, then this task, or
fate, would be incomprehensible, or unexercisable, apart from the exist-
ence of objects which, prior to any new effort, we do count as such in-
stances as a matter of course; and apart from there being conditions which
our criteria take to define such objects. Only someone outside this enter-
prise could think of it as an exploration of mere conventions. One might
rather think of it as (the necessity for) establishing new conventions. And
only someone outside this enterprise could think of establishing new con-
ventions as a matter of exercising personal decision or taste. One might
rather think of it as the exploration or education or enjoyment or chastise-
ment of taste and of decision and of intuition, an exploration of the kind
of creature in whom such capacities are exercised. Artists are people who
know how to do such things, i.e., how to make objects in response to
which we are enabled, but also fated, to explore and educate and enjoy
and chastise our capacities as they stand. Underlying the tyranny of con-
vention is the tyranny of nature.

Some children learn that they are disgusting to those around them; and
they learn to make themselves disgusting, to affect not merely their outer
trappings but their skin and their membranes, in order to elicit that fa-
miliar natural reaction to themselves; as if only that now proves to them
their identity or existence. But not everyone is fated to respond as a mat-
ter of course in the way the child desperately wishes, and desperately
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something different about the pumpkins in his world; they may, for ex-
ample, have some unknown relation to pumps (the contrivance or the
kind of shoe) and some intimate association with Mr. Popkin (who lives
next door), since he obviously has the same name they do. But that prob-
ably won't lead to trouble, and one day the person that was this child
may, for some reason, remember that he believed these things, had these
associations, when he was a child. (And does he, then, stop believing or
having them?)

And we can also say: When you say "I love my love" the child learns the
meaning of the word "love" and what love is. That (what you do) will b e
love in the child's world; and if it is mixed with resentment and intimida-
tion, then love is a mixture of resentment and intimidation, and when
love is sought that will be sought. When you say "I'll take you tomorrow,
I promise", the child begins to learn what temporal durations are, and
what trust is, and what you do will show what trust is worth. When you
say "Put on your sweater", the child learns what commands are and what
authority is, and if giving orders is something that creates anxiety for you,
then authorities are anxious, authority itself uncertain.

Of course the person, growing, will learn other things about these con-
cepts and "objects" also. They will grow gradually as the child's world
grows. But all he or she knows about them is what he or she has learned,
and all they have learned will be part of what they are. And what will
the day be like when the person "realizes" what he "believed" about
what love and trust and authority are? And how will he stop believing
it? What we learn is not just what we have studied; and what we have
been taught is not just what we were intended to learn. What we have in
our memories is not just what we have memorized.

What is important in failing to recognize "the spirit" in which we say
"The child, in learning language, is learning the names of things" is that
we imagine that we have explained the nature of language when we have
only avoided a recognition of its nature; and we fail to recognize how
(what it really means to say that) children learn language from us.

To summarize what has been said about this: In "learning language"
you learn not merely what the names of things are, but what a name is;
not merely what the form of expression is for expressing a wish, but what
expressing a wish is; not merely what the word for "father" is, but what a
father is; not merely what the word for "love" is, but what love is. In
learning language, you do not merely learn the pronunciation of sounds,
and their grammatical orders, but the "forms of life" which make those
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THE QUEST OF TRADITIONAL EPISTEMOLOGY: CLOSING 241

when we affirm the existence of the cube root of 27 , this is simply because
a cube root is not a spatio-temporal kind of thing, and not because we
are being ambiguous in our use of 'exist' " ("On What There Is", p. 3).)
We could say, indeed: To know that there is a cube root of 27  is to know
how to locate (find) it (= know what kind of an object it "grammatically"
is). (Is this what Pascal meant when he spoke of the God of Descartes's
Proofs as a "philosopher's God" — that only someone who lacked the
knowledge to find God, the way to locate him, would offer such proofs?)
And perhaps we would then be led to ask why the word "is" does all this
work. It suggests that knowing what something is is irreducibly a matter
of knowing its "location", knowing when it is "the same", and knowing
its properties. Then there are the problems of a sense that there are
higher and lower and other realms of Being of which existence is but one,
and the sense embodied in the question "Why is there anything at all?" —
the recording, again, of an experience I confess having had, and which
seems to me related to, even to express, the sense of the philosopher's ques-
tion "How do we know at all that anything exists?". (This further experi-
ence, and whatever further companions it has, should be subjected, like
its companions at a comparable crossroads of Chapter VI (in the final
paragraphs of the section "The Reasonableness of Doubt") to psycholog-
ical consideration.)

An admission of some question as to the mystery of the existence, or the
being, of the world is a serious bond between the teaching of Wittgenstein
and that of Heidegger. The bond is one, in particular, that implies a
shared view of what I have called the truth of skepticism, or what I might
call the moral of skepticism, namely, 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. (Cf. "The Avoidance
of Love", p. 324.) (Then what rootlessness, or curse, made us, lets us, think
of our basis in this way, accepting from ourselves our offer of knowledge?)
Both Wittgenstein and Heidegger continue, by reinterpreting, Kant's in-
sight that the limitations of knowledge are not failures of it. Being and
Time goes further than Philosophical Investigations in laying out how to
think about what the human creature's relation to the world as such is
(locating, among others, that particular relation called knowing); but
Wittgenstein goes further than Heidegger in laying out how to investi-
gate the cost of our continuous temptation to knowledge, as I would like
to put it. In Being and Time the cost is an absorption in the public world,
the world of the mass or average man. (I find Heidegger's descriptions of
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884 KNOWLEDGE AND THE CONCEPT OF MORALITY

tion concerning how ethical judgments differed from other judgments
containing "ought". The second is this:

"The 'ought' in such statements as your (11) ('You ought to keep your
promise') and (12) ('You ought to vote for Wintergreen') are different
from the others in having a peculiarly ethical sense."

Whence arises the sense that ordinary words, when used in moral judg-
ments, take on a special "sense"? One striking difference between exam-
ples (6)-(io) on the one hand and (ii)-(i2) on the other is that each of
the former carries on its face the sort of context in which it would be
used, we know the sort of person who would be saying it and the general
position of the person to whom it should be said: the relevance of the
judgment to the person confronted is implicitly established, and there is
no sense of some special linguistic or psychological power necessary to
get the person to do what you say. In (11) and (12), however, we are in
the dark as to what situation we are to conceive. Mightn't the sense of a
special "sense" arise in one's trying to establish here and now, in one's
isolated consciousness, what the force of such a statement would be, a
connection with the statement, in the absence of any context which would
naturally contain the force? And then it becomes an invention. And here
again, others, persons, are left out of consideration.

But this has, as has already been implied, a different consequence in
moral philosophy than it has in epistemology. One difference is registered
in the difference in their respective "philosopher's contexts", something
to be discussed later. Another consequence is registered in the ways in
which examples are imagined in each. I said earlier that Stevenson's ex-
amples were not obviously, and some obviously not, ones invoking moral
disagreement. Now I want to look briefly at one more of his examples to
indicate the way in which, in marked difference from epistemological ex-
amples, it baffles imagination altogether when we try to conceive of per-
sons saying what Stevenson gives them to say, in terms of the descriptions
he gives of their motives.

A: You ought to give the speech, as you promised.

B: That is unfortunately beyond my power. My health will not permit it.

This example deals with the consequences of a judgment's influence. A is en-
deavoring to influence B to give the speech. If B's reply is true, then whatever
influence A's judgment may have on attitudes, it will not have the further conse-
quence of making B speak. Realizing this, A will be likely to withdraw his judg-
ment; he sees that it cannot have its intended effect. We shall later find that the
old problem of "free will", so far as it relates to ethics, brings up the same
considerations.
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AN ABSENCE OF MORALITY 285

In the present case A may withdraw his judgment not merely because it will
fail to serve its original purpose, but because it may have effects which he, in
kindness, does not desire. It may lead B to be perturbed about his disability,
[p. 126]

Does A assume that B has forgotten the promise? doesn't take it seriously
enough? doesn't realize that what he said was legitimately taken as a
promise? If so, why not tell him? If not, then why remind him of the fact?
Does A not know that B is disabled? Then, when he finds out, does he
"withdraw his judgment" because "he sees it cannot have its intended ef-
fect" or because he sees that it would be incompetent or incoherent not
to? And how does he "see" that it cannot have its intended effect? Because
he sees that B is disabled? Then are we to imagine that A goes to the hos-
pital to visit B, and, after seeing both of B's legs to be in traction, says,
"You ought to give the speech"? Or is the disability less obvious, so that
A is in some doubt as to whether B's condition is as serious as he says?
Then how does he "see" or "realize" that his judgment will not have its
intended effect? Perhaps he sees that B is adamant; that might be a clear
case of "realizing (finally, no matter how hard you try) that your judg-
ment cannot have its intended effect". But we've forgotten that speech
in our bewilderment. Was it important? Important enough so that you
are willing to urge B to risk his health to give it, or go there in a wheel
chair if necessary? Then B's reply "My health will not permit it" is not
enough to make you "realize" that your judgment will not have its in-
tended effect. And if the speech is that important then does B not know
this? And if he does, then has he done nothing about it, having become
ill? Has he, for example, not tried to find or suggest a replacement, or
have the meeting rescheduled, or dictated a speech which could be read?
If that would be uncalled for, then why is it so important that he give
the speech? Why ought he to?

But enough. The speech is not important; it doesn't exist. And neither
does a moral relationship exist between these people. If A has to accept
what B says as final, then we must imagine that B's position with respect
to A is superior in terms of power, prestige, station, etc., and that B is
using that position to deny A's claim. And then B is saying, in effect: we
are not in the same moral universe. On the other hand, if A is monoma-
niacal on the subject of the speech, cares more about it than about any-
thing else (he's still kindly, however, and doesn't go on at B in order not
to "lead B to be perturbed about his disability"; but not because he cares
about B's health); then his interests and cares and sense of commitment
have become so private, gotten so far out of line and proportion with

2
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a private language is meant to conceal? An anxiety that our expressions
might at any time signify nothing? Or too much? (Not that doodles them-
selves may not be significant — that others, that one oneself, may not learn
something from them. One learns about Dickens's Captain Cuttle from
the vocal doodle with which he habitually concludes his more portentous
observations: "Which when found make a note of." You just may hit
upon the significance of my doodling exactly an "S" over and over. So
might I; or I might believe that I have. Just as I might divine the signifi-
cance of my neighbor's directing traffic in our empty street.)

So the fantasy of a private language, underlying the wish to deny the
publicness of language, turns out, so far, to be a fantasy, or fear, either of
inexpressiveness, one in which I am not merely unknown, but in which I
am powerless to make myself known; or one in which what I express is
beyond my control. I do not expect that the idea of such fantasies will be
credited by anyone who does not share them, or is unaware that he or she
shares them, to some degree. One fantasy may appear as a fear of having
nothing whatever to say — or worse, as an anxiety over there being nothing
whatever to say. If one does to some degree share, or can remember shar-
ing, this fantasy, I do not think one will find it necessary yet to ask for a
theory of expression with which to oppose it. The question, within the
mood of the fantasy, is: Why do we attach significance to any words and
deeds, of others or of ourselves? (To answer that this serves to explain
words and deeds would be like answering the question "Why do we obey
the state?" by citing the advantages of having a state. The level of the
question is: "How can anything we say or do count as disobedience to
the state — which does not amount to breaking the law, but to breaking
the hold of the law; and why does everything else we say and do amount
to obedience?") How can anything we say or do count as doodling, be
some form of nonsense; and why is all the rest condemned to meaning?

A fantasy of necessary inexpressiveness would solve a simultaneous set
of metaphysical problems: it would relieve me of the responsibility for
making myself known to others — as though if I were expressive that
would mean continuously betraying my experiences, incessantly giving
myself away; it would suggest that my responsibility for self-knowledge
takes care of itself — as though the fact that others cannot know my (in-
ner) life means that I cannot fail to. It would reassure my fears of being
known, though it may not prevent my being under suspicion; it would
reassure my fears of not being known, though it may not prevent my
being under indictment. — The wish underlying this fantasy covers a
wish that underlies skepticism, a wish for the connection between my
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claims of knowledge and the objects upon which the claims are to fall to
occur without my intervention, apart from my agreements. As the wish
stands, it is unappeasable. In the case of my knowing myself, such self-
defeat would be doubly exquisite: I must disappear in order that the
search for myself be successful.

These words may express a significant truth. They form a homonym of
the truth, a kind of sentence-length pun, a metaphysical irony. If so, this
serves to explain why the writing on the part of those who have some ac-
quaintance with the topic of self-knowledge — Thoreau or Kierkegaard
or Nietzsche, for example — takes the form it does, of obsessive and antic
paradox and pun, above all of maddening irony. As if to write toward
self-knowledge is to war with words, to battle for the very weapons with
which you fight. You may battle against the Christian's self-understanding
from within Christianity, as Kierkegaard declares, or from beyond Chris-
tianity, as Nietzsche declares. In both cases you are embattled because you
find the words of the Christian to be the right words. It is the way he
means them that is empty or enfeebling. Christianity appears in Nietzsche
not so much as the reverse of the truth as the truth in foul disguise. In
particular, the problem seems to be that human action is everywhere dis-
guised as human suffering: this is what acceptance of the Will to Power
is to overcome. I mention this without insisting upon it, and I hope with-
out offense, because I find that it parallels a turn my recent argument has
taken. I was led to express the fantasy of inexpressiveness as a sense of
powerlessness to make myself known, and this turned out, in pursuit of
the idea of a private language, equally to be a powerlessness to make my-
self known to myself. There seems to be some question whether one's
knowing oneself is something active, something one does (like writing
"S"), or rather something one suffers, something that happens to one (like
having S). I believe that one will be inclined to say, supposing one ac-
cepts the presence of such a question, that the answer is, Both. Then one
will have to say how there can be two sides involved.

"The truth is: it makes sense to say about other people that they
doubt whether I am in pain; but not to say it about myself" (§246). The
favored implication of this remark is that it makes sense to say about
other people that they know I am in pain; but not to say it of myself (ex-
cept as a joke). This seems just to reverse the skeptic's passage that runs:
he alone knows what is going on in him. Wittgenstein's remark is clearly
weightless against the skeptic's claim that I can never know the experi-
ence of the other, since the remark says that I can know, i.e., that it makes
sense to say so. And the skeptic must agree to this, because he takes its

Kevin Spencer




BETWEEN ACKNOWLEDGMENT AND AVOIDANCE

domains in which further knowledge is earned not through further drill-
ing but through proper waiting. It is a different form of exercise. People
are not equally good at this, certainly teachers are not equally good; but
one can learn to be better.

Here is something I know but cannot prove: the closing image of For
Whom the Bell Tolls, the hero dying in a pine forest in Spain, holding
a rear-guard action alone to give his companions time for their retreat,
alludes to, or remembers, Roland's death in The Song  of Roland. It is
not to be expected that everyone will credit this. I may wish to say noth-
ing more, or I may wish to draw the line further along, perhaps saying:
The implication of the allusion would be that romantic love has come to
bear the old weight of patriotism; the only society left to love, to die for,
is the one we can create now, between us. One is, or ought to be, naturally
reticent about saying such things. And there are many reasons to hesitate
putting oneself in the position of having to consider saying them. No one
of the reasons need be that I am unsure of my knowledge; in the present
case I am not. I may hesitate because to say such things to you puts some-
thing into our relationship which I am not willing should be there. Or I
may not be willing either to risk your rebuff should you not agree or to
discover that we disagree here. Or I may not want to deprive you of the
knowledge — not just deprive you of the pleasures of discovery, but of
the pure knowledge itself, for if I tell you then my act itself gets mixed
up in your knowledge. To unmix it you may have to turn your gratitude
for the knowledge into hostility toward me, to prove your independence.
And I may not be willing to bear that, either the hostility or the inde-
pendence or that way of expressing independence. Knowing me would
have become as it were the price of that knowledge rather than, as it may
have been, a further effect of it. — Something of this kind is generally
not unfamiliar. There just are things which I want you to know but
which I do not want to tell you (certain of my wishes or needs perhaps).
One might say: I want you to want to know, and to want to in a particu-
lar spirit; not, say, out of curiosity. Such a wish goes into Thoreau's view
of friendship. It can be overdone.

If I do tell you, then one or other reasons for hesitancy have been over-
come. It may, for example, be of overriding importance to me to test the
attunement of our intuitions, our agreements in judgment. Since I believe
that philosophy can reach no further than these agreements, I am apt to
be tempted to test them. (And I might write about film.)

But why call such a thing as my claim about the Hemingway ending a
piece of knowledge? Isn't it at best an intuition? But "intuition" here

359

Kevin Spencer


Kevin Spencer
7. Robert Chodat



g6o SKEPTICISM AND THE PROBLEM OF OTHERS

would suggest that something or other may come along to confirm or dis-
confirm the intuition. And I can envision nothing of the sort here — unless
one wishes to say that another person's agreement would confirm me.
Anyway, why not call it knowledge? Because it is not knowledge of a
matter of fact? Why is that special? Because in order to forgo my knowl-
edge of a matter of fact I would have to bring under suspicion an unfor-
seeable range of concepts and judgments in terms of which there are such
facts for me at all? But that is not unlike the way I feel about the Hem-
ingway ending. — Perhaps I exaggerate. Perhaps the depth of my con-
viction is somewhat shallower than my conviction about the meaning of
certain poems of Blake which I am at the moment not willing to talk
about. But my conviction about the Hemingway is certainly deeper than
a feeling I have about The Red and the Black, that among the other
significances of the title colors, they are meant to match the colors on a
roulette table. That is, for me, hardly more than something one might
call an open guess, which I may or may not some time attempt to confirm.
If it is confirmed, then it is an insight (even if, as for all I know may be
true, it has long been known or accepted by good readers of Stendhal); if
it is disconfirmed, i.e., leads nowhere, then it is nothing, or almost noth-
ing: it is obvious how (though not when) one might hit upon the idea,
and it reveals next to nothing about me personally. An idea I have about
myself cannot in this way be nothing; my false interpretations of myself
are as revealing as my true ones.

If my attitude towards him expresses my knowledge that he has a soul,
my attitude may nevertheless not be very definitely expressed, nor very
readily. It may take ages; it may be expressed now in the way I live. You
may have to bear such an attitude towards me in order to credit that I
bear it towards him, or towards you. It is an old fantasy, or a fact about
an older world, that such knowledge was in the possession of certain
communities, into whose secrets one may have sought initiation. Some
people, strangely, take the University to be such a community — or per-
haps take it as a reminder of such a community. — The word "attitude"
can be misleading here. It is not, in the matters at hand, a disposition I
can adopt at will. It is helpful to take the English word in its physical
sense, as an inflection of myself toward others, an orientation which affects
everything and which I may or may not be interested in discovering about
myself.

I can bear an analogous attitude toward myself. (This is a remark
meant to characterize at once the idea of such an attitude and the idea
of having a self.) I can, for example, be interested in my sensations, and
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