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University of Chicago                                                                                           Fall Quarter, 2011
Stanley Cavell’s 

The Claim of Reason
***Syllabus***
Course Description

The aim of the course will be to offer a careful reading of three quarters of Stanley Cavell’s major philosophical work, The Claim of Reason. The course will concentrate on Parts I, II, & IV of the book (with only very cursory discussion of Part III). We will focus on Cavell’s treatment of the following topics: criteria, skepticism, agreement in judgment, speaking inside and outside language games, the distinction between specific and generic objects, the relation between meaning and use, our knowledge of the external world, our knowledge of other minds, the concept of a non-claim context, the distinction between knowledge and acknowledgment, and the relation between literary form and philosophical content. We will read background articles by authors whose work Cavell himself discusses in the book, as well as related pieces by Cavell. We will also discuss several of the more penetrating pieces of secondary literature on the book to have appeared over the course of the last three decades.

Apart from Cavell’s own name, the one other author whose name figures on the title page of the book is Wittgenstein. Some consideration of Wittgenstein’s ideas also figures either implicitly or explicitly on almost every page of Parts I and II of the book, as well as in the opening sections of Part IV. This poses a special challenge for the course. Though the course will at no point devote any time to an independent treatment of Wittgenstein’s philosophy, we will need to pay close attention to the interpretation and proper understanding of those particular passages from Wittgenstein to which Cavell himself devotes extended attention. We will seek to do this without allowing ourselves to become side-tracked into the wider labyrinth of issues which characterizes contemporary Wittgenstein scholarship. This course will therefore not meet the needs of students seeking a more general course on Wittgenstein’s philosophy.
The Claim of Reason is dedicated to two further authors: J. L. Austin and Thompson Clarke. A further feature of the book to which we will pay heed is the particular manner in which its treatment of skepticism seeks to steer a middle course between that found in the writings of these two authors: between the criticism of epistemological skepticism exemplified in the writings of Austin and the celebration of its philosophical importance developed in the writings of Clarke. Austin seeks to unmask the pretensions of the philosophical skeptic through an appeal to the set of philosophical procedures which Cavell himself seeks to defend, albeit in far more qualified terms than Austin, under the heading of Ordinary Language Philosophy.  Clarke seeks to defend the philosophical skeptic against his supposed vulnerability to any such form of criticism, while seeking to raise his own very different set of worries about the integrity of the skeptical enterprise. We will find that it is helpful to read The Claim of Reason as written by someone who at every moment hears the voices of each of these two authors whispering in his ears – as one of them urges one thing in his left ear, the other urges the opposite in his right ear. The book is a working out of the dialectic which emerges from a sustained attempt to give each of these voices its due in a properly judicious treatment of philosophical skepticism. To this end, reading the work of these two authors in tandem with related passages in Cavell’s writings, we will attend to the treatment of skepticism to be found in the following two articles: J. L. Austin’s “Other Minds” and Thompson Clarke’s “The Legacy of Skepticism”. 
The final two meetings of the course will focus on issues in Part IV which will help set the stage for a broader consideration of Cavell’s views on topics in philosophical aesthetics and the relation between philosophy and literature – topics to be explored in a further course. This course is intended to serve as the first in a two-course sequence to be offered jointly by Professors James Conant and David Wellbery.  The second course will be titled Cavell on Literature and will take place in Winter Quarter, 2012. Students may take either one of these courses for credit without taking the other for credit.  The first course will be taught primarily by Prof. Conant and the second course primarily by Prof. Wellbery. The second half of the two-course sequence will begin where The Claim of Reason itself ends – broaching topics which touch on the relation between aesthetic and philosophical criticism, and, more broadly, on the relation between philosophical and literary writing.
Primary Instructor for the Fall Quarter
James Conant






Office: Stuart 208





Office Phone: 773 702 5453 

e-mail: jconant@uchicago.edu
Required Texts
The following four books have been ordered through the Seminary Co-op and are all required texts for the course:

1.
Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason

2.
Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?
3.
J. L. Austin, Philosophical Papers
4.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Bilingual Edition)
Students will be expected to read all of Parts I, II and IV of the first of these books. Part III is recommended but not required.

The second of the books listed above is the other work by Cavell which is especially relevant to this course. Some of the required and several more of the recommended readings listed below are to be found in this volume; most of the rest of this book will be required reading for the second Cavell course in the sequence in the Winter Quarter. 
Three of the essays in the third of these books—the one by Austin—are on the syllabus below; but everything else in the book is recommended reading for the course. 
There will no separate assigned readings from Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, the fourth of these texts. However, The Claim of Reason itself is full of detailed exegeses of individual passages from the Investigations. Whenever these occur in the assigned reading, students following the course will be expected to read on their own the surrounding passages in the Investigations and to familiarize themselves with those portions of Wittgenstein’s text required for understanding the passages on which Cavell concentrates. 
Additional Readings
All of the other readings for the course will be made available through the Chalk site of the course. (If you ever encounter any problem obtaining an assigned reading for the course, you should immediately contact the instructor by e-mail and let him know about the problem.) 
Readings which are posted on the Chalk site for the course but are not listed on the syllabus below are optional readings which have been posted because they bear on possible paper topics or on themes which will be taken up in the course on Cavell next quarter. 

General Background Reading

This course is designed for students with some prior background in issues pertaining to classical analytic epistemology (especially with regard to skepticism about the external world and about other minds) but who have no prior background in Cavell. No prior familiarity with Cavell’s work will be assumed. This course on early Cavell, specifically on his philosophical writings from the 1960s and 1970s – the writings which set forth the intellectual framework within which all of his later work unfolds. (Cavell’s later work will not be broached until the course in the Winter Quarter.) Students enrolled in this course because they are interested in Cavell but who have no general acquaintance with mainstream work in analytic philosophy, especially on the treatment of epistemological skepticism in that tradition, will want to do some background reading about the intellectual milieu within and against which early Cavell was writing. Every effort will be made to make the material covered in this course accessible to such students. But they will be expected to bring themselves up to speed on the philosophical debates in mainstream analytic philosophy which Cavell’s early work aims to engage and redirect in The Claim of Reason. The suggested readings mentioned immediately below are intended especially for students who fall in this category.

The excerpts posted on the chalk site from the following three books have been selected in order to provide a general background to the problem of philosophical skepticism, as it will concern us in this course:


Marie McGinn, Sense and Certainty

Barry Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical Skepticism

Michael Williams, Unnatural Doubts


The specific portions of the three above books listed below on the syllabus as recommended readings pertain specifically to the interpretation of either Cavell’s or Clarke’s views. The excerpts from these books not listed anywhere on the syllabus, but which are posted on the chalk site, have been posted there in order to serve as helpful general background reading. To get a more concrete flavor of two of the characteristic ways in which the problem of skepticism regarding the external world tended to be posed in mid-century analytic philosophy – both of which are on Cavell’s mind as he writes The Claim of Reason –students may want to look at the following two sets of background readings on the chalk site:

A. J. Ayer, Foundations of Empirical Knowledge, Chapters 1 & 2

H. H. Price, Perception, Chapters 1 & 2

The two paradigmatic figures in the early modern engagement with skepticism for Cavell are Descartes and Hume. The relevant primary texts by them are posted on the chalk site.  For deeper historical background reading on skepticism, see the articles by Myles Burnyeat posted on the chalk site. 
Structure of the Course, Requirements and Related Issues

Meeting Times: The course will meet all ten of the eleven weeks of the quarter (with the sole exception of the Wednesday before Thanksgiving) on Wednesdays from 3:00 to 5:50pm in Wieboldt 408. There will also be one make-up meeting on Tuesday, Dec 6th. The last class meeting will on Wednesday, Dec. 7th. 
Undergraduates: This course is open only to selected undergraduates who can show that they have the appropriate background and only then with the special permission of the instructor. 

Graduate Students: This course is open to all graduate students in Philosophy, Social Thought, and |Germanic Studies. They are its primary intended audience. Graduate students from other departments are welcome to attend and participate on the condition that they have some prior familiarity with topics pertaining to epistemological skepticism.
Auditors: Faculty and Graduate Student auditors with a serious interest in the topic are welcome to participate in the seminar.

Announcements: There is a Chalk website for this course (chalk.uchicago.edu).  Announcements (modifications to the syllabus, etc.) will periodically be posted there. Students are expected to keep abreast of these. Additional readings will also be assigned that are not presently on the syllabus and those readings will be made available through the Chalk site.
Format: The format will be mixed lecture and discussion, with the emphasis on lecture for the first half of the quarter, and increasing time devoted to questions and interests of the participants for the second half of the quarter. 

Work for the course: All students are expected to attend class regularly, to be conversant with the required readings, and to be ready to participate in discussion.  
Final paper: Students taking the course for credit are expected write a term paper at the end of the quarter, due on the Friday of 11th week. Final papers which are received by the instructor in a timely fashion will be graded immediately. Both a hard copy (to his departmental mailbox) and an electronic copy (to his email address) of your paper should be submitted to Professor Conant. The final paper is the only official requirement for the course. It may be on any topic of your choice pertaining to themes covered in the seminar. It should be between 15 and 30 pages.
Policy on extensions for the final paper: Students may hand in their final papers after the official due date and still receive credit for the course, only if they have secured permission from the instructor(s) to do so. Any student granted an extension should also be aware of the following: such papers will not be graded immediately upon receipt. The later the paper, the less promptly it will be graded.
Special option for students taking both Cavell courses for credit: Students who plan to enroll for credit in both of the courses that make up the two-part sequence of courses on Cavell to be taught by Professors Conant and Wellbery have the option of receiving credit for both courses at once by writing a single double-length paper. Students who choose to exercise this option should hand in their paper in both electronic and hard copy form to both professors. The official due date for such papers is the last day of Winter Quarter.
Students taking only one of the two courses for credit: Students who wish to take only one part of the two-course sequence on Cavell for credit are equally free to enroll in either one of the two courses for credit. Such students are welcome, indeed encouraged, but in no way required, to audit the other half of the sequence. 
Schedule of Meetings, Topics and Reading Assignments
First Meeting (Wednesday, Sept. 28): Introductory Meeting
Topics to be covered in the first meeting: 

· Overview of the structure of the course

· Survey of themes to be covered in the course

· Explanation of the approach to be taken to the assigned materials
· The role of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations in the course

· The dialectic between Austin’s “Other Minds” & Clarke’s “The Legacy of Skepticism”

· Review of the intellectual background of The Claim of Reason
· Explanation of various aspects of the syllabus 
· Relation of this course to the one on Cavell to be given next quarter

· Note: No assigned reading for the first meeting.  
Second Meeting (Wednesday, Oct. 5): Criteria and Judgment
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Foreword, Chapter 1

2.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 754-758


3.
Cavell, “The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy”
4.
Cavell, “Foreword: An Audience for Philosophy”


Recommended Reading:

1. 
Moore, “Proof of the External World”

2.
Moore, “Defense of Common Sense

3.
Moore, “Sense Data” (Some Main Problems of Philosophy, Chapter 2)
4.
Mulhall, Inheritance and Originality, selection
Third Meeting (Wednesday, Oct. 12): Criteria and Skepticism
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 2

2.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 758-759

3.
Albritton, “On Wittgenstein's Use of the Term ‘Criterion’”

4.
Malcolm, “Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations”
Recommended Reading:

1.
Albritton, Postscript to “On Wittgenstein's Use of the Term ‘Criterion’”
2.
Stroud, “Reasonable Claims”, pp. 51-59
3.
Stroud, “Skepticism and the Possibility of Knowledge”

4.
Kern, “Understanding Skepticism”
Fourth Meeting (Wednesday, Oct. 19): Austin and Examples
Required reading:

1.
Austin, “Other Minds”, pp. 76-97
2.
Austin, “A Plea for Excuses”, pp. 123-137
3.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 3 
4.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 759-761
Recommended Reading:

1.
Austin, “A Plea for Excuses”, pp. 137-152
2.
Cavell, “Austin at Criticism”
3.
Conant, “Three Ways of Inheriting Austin”
4.
Austin, “The Meaning of a Word”
Fifth Meeting (Wednesday, Oct. 26): What a Thing Is (Called)
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 4
2.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 761-762
3.
Austin, “Other Minds”, pp. 97-116
4.
Cavell, “Must We Mean What We Say?”

Recommended Reading:

1.
Gustafsson, “Perfect Pitch and Austinian Examples”

2.
Fodor & Katz, “The Availability of What We Say”

3.
Henson, “On What We Say”

4.
Bates & Cohen, “More on What We Say”
Sixth Meeting (Thursday, Nov. 2): Natural and Conventional
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 5

2.
Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics, selection

3.
Wittgenstein, The Brown Book, selection

4.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 762-764
Recommended Reading:

1.
Shoemaker, Self-Knowledge and Self-Identity, excerpt
2.
Stroud, “Wittgenstein and Logical Necessity”

3.
Cerbone, “How to Do Things with Wood”

4.
Conant, “The Search for Logically Alien Thought”
Seventh Meeting (Thursday, Nov. 9): The Quest of Traditional Epistemology: Opening
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 6

2. 
Descartes, First Meditation
3.
Hume, Treatise on Human Nature, Book I, Part IV, Section VII
4.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. pp. 764-767
Recommended Reading:

1.
Mulhall, Stanley Cavell: Philosophy’s Recounting of the Ordinary, Excerpt I
2.
Affeldt, “The Ground of Mutuality”
3.
Mulhall, “The Givenness of Grammar”
4.
Stroud, “Doubts about the Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 26-35
Eighth Meeting (Thursday, Nov. 16): Wittgenstein’s Vision of Language
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 7
2.
Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book III, Chapters I-III
3.
Clarke, “The Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 767-769 
4.
Cavell, “Notes and Afterthoughts on the Opening of Wittgenstein’s Investigations”, Part I 
Recommended Reading:

1.
Gustafsson, “Familiar Words in Unfamiliar Surroundings”

 2.
Goldfarb, “I Want You to Bring Me a Slab!”
3.
Mulhall, “Stanley Cavell’s Vision of the Normativity of Language”
4.
Affeldt, “The Normativity of the Natural”

5.
Stroud, “Doubts about the Legacy of Skepticism”, pp. 35-37
6.
Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical Skepticism, Chapter 7, pp. 264-274
Wednesday, Nov. 23: No class – Thanksgiving Break
Ninth Meeting (Wednesday, Nov. 30): Disowning Knowledge: Othello

Required reading: 

1.
Shakespeare, Othello
2.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, pp. 481-496
Recommended Reading:

1.
Cavell, Disowning Knowledge, Introduction
2.
Bruns, “Stanley Cavell’s Shakespeare”
3.
Conant, “On Bruns, on Cavell”
Tenth Meeting (Tuesday, Dec. 6): The Quest of Traditional Epistemology: Closing
Required reading: 

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, Chapter 8
2.
Clarke, “Seeing Surfaces and Physical Objects”
3.
Mulhall, Stanley Cavell: Philosophy’s Recounting of the Ordinary, Excerpt II
4.
Witherspoon, “Houses, Flowers, and Frameworks”

5.
Stroud, The Significance of Philosophical Skepticism, Chapter 7, pp. 255-264
Recommended Reading:

1.
Stroud, “Reasonable Claims”, pp. 59-70
2.
McGinn, Sense and Certainty, Chapter 5
3.
Williams, Unnatural Doubts, Chapter 4
4.
Conant, “Cavell’s Wittgenstein”
5.
Hamawaki, “Cavell, Skepticism, and the Idea of Philosophical Criticism”

Eleventh Meeting (Wednesday, Dec. 7): Skepticism and the Problem of Others
Required reading:

1.
Cavell, The Claim of Reason, pp. 329-481
2.
Pitcher, The Philosophy of Wittgenstein, selection

3.
Donagan, “Wittgenstein on Sensation”

4.
Cook, “Wittgenstein on Privacy”
5.
Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging”
Recommended reading:

1.
Moran, “Cavell on Outsiders and Others”
2.
Ed Minar, “Living with the Problem of the Other”
3.
Cavell, “The Argument of the Ordinary”

4.
Conant, “Varieties of Skepticism”

5.
Rorty, “Cavell on Skepticism”
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