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ABSTRACT 

CHARLES PEIRCE: THE IDEA OF REPRESENTATION 

JOSEPH MORTON RANSDELL 

This ~tudy is concerned with a centr~1 concepti6n in the 

phi t osophy of Charles Peirce, the conception of a~. I t""i ssug­

gested "" that a s i gni s best understood simply as a term of the tr i -

adic relation of representation, and the emphasis "in the study falls 

upon the exp1ication of that relatiqn in its generic character, as 

" Peirce understood it. The study is primari Iyi nterpreti verather 

than evaluative, and two complementary approaches are uti lized' con-

jointly throughout. First, some significant connections between 

Peirce's conception and a number of more faml liar and traditional 

phi losophical conceptions are suggested~ For "this purpose, the " 

leading assumption is that the concept of a sign is a generalization 

of the traditional concept of appearance (provided this latter term 

is " und~rstood primari Iy in the sense of a manifestation of reality 

rather than in the sense of an i lfusion or deception). Second, the 

conception of representation is approached in a stru~tural or formal 

way, with the Intent of showing the relatron between this generic 

conceptlonand the tormal categorial analysis which Peirce initiated 

in 1867. For ~his purpose, the leading assumption is that the rep­

resentation relation is thought of by Peirce as being identical 

with the fundamental inference relation, and that the categorial 



analysis is in turn an analysis of this latter relation. 

The study is divided into eight chapters. The 'first five 

~hapters are directed primari Iy toward explicating the formal or 

structural features of the generic relation. The Jast three chap­

ters consider, respectively, iconic, symbolic, and indexical rep­

resentations, and are primarl ty concerned with connections with 

traditional phllosophical issues. Chapter I is introductory. Chap­

ter II i s concerned with estab I i shi n9 an in i ti a ( or i entat ion towa,rds 

Peirce's logical point of view, for which purpose the distinc+ion 

between uf.irst intentionsH and "second intentions" is uti lized. 

Chapter 111 is concerned with ~he sense-in which the logical or 

semiotica1 point of view is concerned with the reasoning process. 

Chapter 1 V ,i s an ana I ys is of the major Ii ne of argument in Peirce t s 

1867 essay on the categories •. Chapter V is a continuation of the 

analysis of Chapter IV, and it concludes with an att~mpt to clafify 

the meaning of some of Peirce's definitions ofHsignn ' in the light 

of foregoing considerations. In Chapter VI the iconic sign is dis­

cussed in connection with Peircets problem of reconci ling the'doc­

trines of representative perception and immediate perception. In 

Chapter VII the symbolic sign is discussed in connection with the 

traditional problem of accounting for the generality of ideas or 

words. In Chapter VI II the indexical sign is discussed in connec­

tion with the import of the Kantian dictum that "existence is not 

a real predicate. 1t 
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NOTE ON CITATIONS 

In accordance with standard practice, all refer­

ences to, and quotations from, The Collected Papers of 

Charles Sanders Peirce, Vols. I-VI, ed. Charles Hartshorne 

and Paul Weiss, Vols. VII-VIII, ed. Arthur Burks (Cambridge: 

Harvard UniverSity Press, 1931-35 and 1958), are cited as 

follows: the number to the I-eft of the decimal point des­

ignates the volume number; the number to the right of the 

-decimal point designates the paragraph number. 

Since there is also frequent reference to Charles S. 

Peircets Letters to Lady Welby, ed. Irwin C. Lieb (New Haven: 

Whitlock's, Inc., 1953), I have used a suitable convention 

here as well: the letters HLW" refer to this volume and the 

number immediately following refers to the page number. 

Citations to these volumes are usually embodied 

parenthetically in appropriate places in the text itself, 

'except where they are relegated to footnotes for some spe­

cial reason. All other citations in this study are made in 

the usual way_ It should also be noted that I have not 

corrected irregularities of spelling, punctuation or gram­

mar, in quotations from Peirce, except where explicitly 

indicated by brackets. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE GENERIC RELATION 

1. The Categories 

The purpose of the. 1867 essay "On a New List. of 

Categories" (1.545-59) is, in Peirce's own terms, that of 

IIsearching out whatever universal elementary conceptions 

there may be intermediate between the manifold of sub­

stance and the unity of being." (1.550) From the point 

of view which we are taking, it may also be said to be 

an analysis of the generic relation of representation. 

Other ways of conceiving it would be as, for example, an 

analysis of: lnterpretatlon;objectificationj predica­

tion.; inferencej objective awareness; objective conscious­

ness; cognitive awareness; thinking that something is 

. something; applying a concept to a case; "the reducing. 

of the manifold to unity"; the assimilation of informa­

tion; learning.. There are no doubt still other ways of 

characterizing it as well; but this should give some indi­

cation of what is at issue in the "New List," and of the 

various sorts of approaches that might be taken in trying 

to understand it. 

The strategy of Peirce's analysis is to see what 

1s presupposed in the act of predication by determining 

an order of (second intentional) conceptions which are 



involved in "passing from being to substance. H (1.550) 

These conceptions are, of course, the categories. The 

first 'question Is, though: What is this conception of 

.ubeing lt ? Peirce says that the conception of being is that 

which is implied in the copula of a proposition. (1.548) 

Or, as he says in an early draft of this essay, lIit 1s 

the final stroke which binds the elements of the judgment 

into unity. ttl Further, the conception of being is said 

to have ,no content. (1.548)2 In other words, "being Jl is 

-a purely formal concept, having no material content in 

71 

itself: it 1s simply the form of predication in general, 

or the very notion of predication itself. The term Hbeingfl 

is,' therefore, quite'vacuous or meaningless construed 

-materially or first-intentionally: nothing is said of 

a given object merely by saying simply that it is or has 

be1ng. 3 But, of course, the point is that it is not to be 

- IMurray Murphey, in his The Development of Peirce r s 
Philosophy (referred to in Chapter I, footnote 6 of this 
stud~), includes as an appendix four preliminary drafts of 
the 'New List" (see Murphey, pp .. 411-22). The quotation 
above is from Draft 1, p~ 411. 

2In be Interpretatione, Aristotle says: "For even 
the inflnl,ti ves I to be" I I not to be" r and the participle 
'being t are indicative only of fact, if and when something 
further is added. ,They indicate nothing themselves but 
imply a copulation or synthesis, which we can hardly con­
ceive of apart from the things thus combined .. " On Inter­
pretation, trans. Harold P. Cook (Cambridge: Harvard 
UnIversity Press, The Loeb Classical Library, 1938), p. 121 
(16b22ff). See also Peirce, 2.343. 

3peirce distinguishes between being, reality, and 
existence. The relation of being and reality is discussed 
briefly at the end of this chapter. The conception of 
existence will not be discussed here slnee to do so would 
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taken first-intentionally; for the conception of being is 

. simply the conception of cognition as such, the conception 

of conception itself. In other words, being is the generic 

object of second intention. Clearly, then, the conception 

of being is identical with the generic representation rela­

tion~ This is why the analysis of the categories of being 

is the same as the analysis of the make-up of the generiC 

semiotic relation. Since, as I pOinted out in Chapter III, 

Peirce identifle~ the semiotic or representation~relation 

with the generic principle of inference (which can variously 

be construed as the nota notae, the dictum de omnl, etc.), 

the analysis is also of the generic character of inference. 

Peirce draws much of his terminology and general 

logical outlOOk fro,m Kant, and I should like at this point 

to introduce some quotations from the latter on the general 

nature of inference. In his essay entitled "The Mistaken 

Subtl~ty of the Four Syllogistic Figures," which Peirce 
4 studied with great care, Kant characterized inference as 

follows: 

Judgment is the comparing of something as a mark 
with a thing. The thing itself is the subject, the mark 

involve going into the' problem of logical quantification. 
As I explain later in this chapter, I have so far been un­
able to pursue this important problem. The reader might 
consult 1.515 for an especially interesting-passage on the 
relation between being, reality, and existence, however. 

4peirce wrote a paper entitled uIv1emoranda Concern- . 
ing the Aristotelian Syllogism" in 1866 (2.792-807) which 
was intended as a correction of Kant's thesis in the essay 
quoted above. This is discussed br~efly in Chapter V of 
this study. 



73 

1s the predicate. The comparison is expressed by the 
connective sign "ls" or tlare," which when used alone 
indicates that the predicate is a mark of the subject, 
but when combined with the sign of negation states 
that the predicate is a mark opposed to the subject ... 

~ 

- A mark of the mark of a thing is called a 
mediate mark of the thing.. Thus, e.g., "necessary" 
is an immediate mark of God, but "unchangeable" 1s a 
mark of the nec,essary and therefore a mediate mark of 
God. It is easily seen that the immediate mark plays 
the role of an intermediate mark (nota intermedia) be­
tween the remote mark and the thing itself, since it 
is only through it that the remote mark is compared 
with the thing itself ...... 

I now set forth my real definition of-an in­
ference. Every judgment by a mediate mark is an in­
ference; or, in other wordS, it is the comparison of 
a mark with a thing by means of an intermediate 
mark ....... 

• • • _. ill • • (I: • • • .,. .,. • ., • • .. ~. • • • ., _.. • • 0- (> 

From what has been said we see that the first 
and universal rule of all affirmative inference is: 
A mark of the mark is a mark of the thing itself (nota 
notae est etiam nota rei ipsius); ..• 5 

In these terms, Peirce's position might be summed up in a 

sent'el)ce by saying that" logically regarded, every judg­

ment is judgment by a mediate mark, i .. e. every judgment 

'is (implicitly) an inference.. Let us note the three ele­

ments baSic in Kant's account. They are: (1) the thing 

itself, (2) the immediate or intermediate mark, and (3)-

the roedl,ate or remote mark" Now, if we correlate these 

three elements with the terms of the triadic sign-relation, 

element (1) is clearly to be correlated with the object-

5This essay is translated in Kant's Introduction 
to Logic, trans. T. K. Abbot (New York; Philosophical 
Library, 1963). The passages quoted are on pages 79-81. 
I have altered Abbot's translation in the interest of 
~reater 11teralness. See Kant's Gesammelte Schriften 
\Berlin: Georg Reimer, Prussian Academy edition, 1912), 
Vol. II, pp~ 47-49. ' 



term 1n the latter. But which of the other two would be 

correlati ve w.:tth the sign-term and which with the inter­

pretant-te:rm? 
~,/ \ .. ;,; 

Consider the following characterizations of the 

lnterpretant which Peirce gives 1n the IINew List": 

[It is] a mediating representation which represents 
the relate as standing for a correlate with which the 
mediating r~presentation is itself in relation. 
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[It is] a mediating representation which represents 
the relate to be a representation of the same corre­
late which this med.iatln~ representation itself repre­
sents. [italics omitted~ 

'., ~ • it fulfills the office of an interpreter, who 
says that a foreigner says the same thing which he 
himself says. (1.553) 

The notion of an office or is important in understand-

ing the notion of the interpretant., Consider -- though 

·only as an analogy -- what it means to be an interpreter, 

in the ordinary sense. In an interpreting situation we 

have one man, A, who speaks, and a second man, B, who 

speaks after A, repeating what A has said. What makes 

B the interpreter? It is not what he says, so far as he 

says what the other says" but rather his contextual role 

or position.. Now in any such situation an ambiguity is 

pOSSible, such that saneonecould mistakenly suppose the 

interpreter is speaking 1n his own persone In order to 

avoid this the interpreter could either identify himself 

as the interpreter simply by saying that he is SUCh, or 

he could eliminate the ambiguity by explicitly prefacing 

all his statements by "He says But whether or not 

___ " {or something contextually 

II 

he actually says !tHe says 
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equivalent), it is implicitly understood that he is saying 

this -- for otherwise he would not be functioning as inter-

preter.. Hence, in effect, the interpreter, as such, always 

represents himself to be such. That this is so is clear from 

the fact that if someone did fail to grasp his role (mis­

takenly supposing that he was speaking in his own person), 

and if the interpreter did not,hing to rectify the misunder­

standing, then he would be said to have misrepresented him­

self. To apply this analogy to the characterizations of 

Ulnterpretant tl above, the point would be that the interpre­

tant "says U what it Jlsays,U 'i. e" functions as it does, in 

virtue of its contextual position in the inference. It is 

,I only if this is borne in mind that it is possible to make 

·sense of the fact that the, interpretant is also a sign and 

to distinguish its interpretant role from its sign role., 

It 1s of the first importance, then, to loc1ate it in its 
, 6 

logical role. 

Assuming that we are correct in making a correla­

tion between Kant's account (as quoted above) and Peirce's 

analysis, the question is whether the interpretant is to 

be identified with the intermediate (immediate) mark or 

with the remote (mediate) mark. If we consider Kant's 

statement that ftthe inunediate mark plays the role of an 

intermediate mark between the remote mark and the thing 

61 must stress the fact that the comparison of 
u1nterpretant ff with fflnterpretatlon,fI in the ordinary sense, 
'is intended only as an analogy to bring out the important 
notion of role. 
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itself, since it 1s only through it that the remote mark is 

oompared with the thing itself,tI it seems clear that the 

interpretant is to be correlated with the immediate or go­

between or intermediate mark. This then leaves the slgn­

term of the triadic relation to be correlated with the re-

mote or mediate mark. NoW consider the nota notae: A 

mark of a mark is a mark of the thing itself. And let us 

rephrasethlsas follows: A mark of the thing itself is a 

mark of a mark of the thing. The rephrasing is justified 

by the fact that, on Peirce is vi~w, every judgment is an 

inference, i.e .. is a "judgment by a mediate mark. 1I7 Then, 

consistent with the correlation made above, this can be 

rephrased as: A Sign of the object 1s a sign-of. an inter-
1\ 

pretant of the object. 

Let me introduce one more conSideration before 

going on to the actual analysis of the ItNew List. n Accord­

ing to Peirce: 

the general formula of all argument must be: 

M is P 
S is M 

,,-. S 1s P 

wh1ch is to be understood in this sense -- that the 
terms of every syllogistic argument fulfill functions 
of subject and predicate as here indicated, but not 
that the argument can be grammatically expressed in 
this way. (2.474) .. 

For convenience, I will refer to this hereafter as the 

"peircean Barbara. It Since Peirce's rationale for this 

7The rephrased version could be regarded as an alter­
native statement of the dictum that every cognition is deter­
mined by a previous cognition of the same object. 



77 

will be discussed in the next chapter (though later dis­

cussion in the present chapter will clarify the matter to 

some extent), let us simply assume his point for our present 

purposes. Now to play the role of the minor term (S) is 

to play the object role; to play the role of the major term 

(p) 1s to play the sign role; and to play the role of the 

middle term (M) is to play the interpretant role. Since 

the nota notae is the general inference principle govern­

ing this form,S if we operate with our rephrased versions 

above we can understand the nota notae to say, in effect: 

liThe assertion that a given mark or Sign, P, is a mark or 

Sign of the object, S, i.ee 

S is p~ 

means that there 1s an interpretant mark or sign, M, of 

the object, i.e .. 

S 1s M, 

such that the mark or Sign, P, is a mark of that inter­

. pretant mark, i. e . 

M is P. II 

Thus the import of the nota notae, from this point of view, 

1s that it educes, as it were, a complete argument in a 

step-wise fashion, beginning with the laying down of the 

concluSion, followed by a laying down of the minor premiss, 

followed by a laying down of the major. Or, to put it 

BIt would perhaps be more correct to say that the 
nota notae and this form are the same, provided the rules 
governing the latter are understood~ 

.. 



another way, the nota notae is th~ articulated form of a 

cognitive claim as such. 

I introduce these considerations prior to my dis­

cussion ~of the actual analysis in the "New List U in order 

to provide an intimation of the form which that analysis 

takes. Specifically, the foregoing should indicate that 

the logical point of view is essentially the justificatory 
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'point of view. Thus, for example) it makes no difference 

in what temporal,order the elements of an argument occurred 

in the psychological thought-process, assuming that they 

can be said to have occurred at all. What is important, 

1s that they be arranged in a form suitable for logical 

evaluation. The nota notae and/or Peircean Barbara are 

supposed to provide the generic form for this. Hence, 

Peirce's analys:Ls -- Since it is essentially the analysis 

of the notion of a cognitive claim as such --,can be under­

stood' to be an analysis of this form. If the reader finds 

occasional use of terms like "mind," tlthought," "conscious­

ness,tr etc., ,troublesomely rtpsychologistic," he should 

remember that the analysis has as its subjectmatter the 

import of this generic form and that the offending terms 

are eliminable.. Also, the foregoing may serve the purpose 

of making clear the very restricted or formal way in which 

the notion of the 1I1nterpretant" is to be regarded for our 

purposes, and may thus forestall the natural tendency to 

understand it in the looser, ordinary sense of lIinterpreta­

tion." I am not denying its connection with the latter, 
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but I do not think we can hope to get far in understanding 
, 

this connection, as Peirce conceived it, unless we under-

stand the technical term in its basic formal sense first. 
~ 

Let us now turn to the analysis of the rtNew List." 

Peirce begins the categorial analysis proper by 

saying: 

The conception of being arises upon the forma­
tion of a proposition. A proposit~ion always has, be­
sides a term to express the substance, another to ex­
press the quality of that substancej and the function 
of the conception of being is to unite the quality to 
the SUbstance. Quality, therefore, in its very widest 
sense~ is' the first conception in order in passing from 
being to substance. (1.551) 

Or, as he puts it in an earlier version, Uwhatever is, is 

by being somehow. u9 The earlier'versions, as well as the 

, published version, leave no doubt but that the first cate­

gory 1s Pelrcet~ version of the traditional concept or 

essence or form: the notion of a Uwhatness. 1f Now since 

theslgn is the first correlate of the triadic Sign rela-

tion, the question arises as to whether quality, as the 

first category, is not simply to be identified with the 

notion of a sign. When we note that Peirce goes on to ,say 

that Ha proposition asserts the applicability of a mediate 

conception to a more immediate . one II (1.551, italics mine), 

the obvious parallel to the Kantian account suggests that 

this must be so. Yet, on the other hand, the notion of 

representation as such is not itself introduced until we 

get to the third category. The solution lies in d1stin-

9MurPheYJ pp. 411, 413. 
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gu1shing between the first term of the relation and that 

which plays the role of first term of that relation. Any­

thing whatsoever can be a sign, i.e. can function in that 

role; but in order to do so it must have some character 

in virtue of which it can so function. This character is 

what constitutes the ground or reason of its being capable 

of' being a sign, though it is not actually a sign until it 

. is interpreted as such. The notion of quality Is, accord­

ing to Peirce, the notion of reference to a ground (1.551), 

1.e. the notion of having sign-potentiality. Hence, the 

first category, quality;-~ be identified with the notion 

or a Sign in the sense of possession of Sign-potentiality, 

but it is not equlvalentto the notion of an actual sign& 

. And I take it that this would be Peirce's version of the 

traditional notion of form, quiddity, or essence. 

Now the Sign-relation presupposes something which 

can play the role of a sign, and it therefore presupposes 

that there is such a thing as Sign-potentiality (form, 

essence, quality). As ground of the Sign-relation, the 

latter must be something about the thing functioning as a 

sign in virtue of which the thing is significant of its 

obJect. According to Peirce, this leads to a division of 

-three kinds of signs, on the basis of a distinction between 

three kinds of sign-potentiality or quality: ftinternal H 

quality, "relative tl quality, and "imputed fl quality. (1.558) 

That is, it leads to a division of signs into those "whose 

relation to their objects is a mere community in some 



quality, If 
• J those Ifwhose relation to their objects 

consists in a correspondence in fact, ••• If, and those 

lithe ground of whose relation to their objects is an im-

puted character; . • n . ., (1.558) The first type PeIrce 
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here calls "likenesses"ff but his later and more familiar 

term is lIicon.t! His point is that the ground of the icon's 

sign-relation to its object is that it is like it. The 

second type is what Peirce here and later refers to as an 

'''lndex"fi His point on this is that the ground of the 

index's sign-relation to its object is some existential 
10 

relation in which they stand to each other. The third 

type is what Peirce here and later refers to as a usymbol. rI 

And his point here is that the ground of a symbolfs sigri­

relation to its object consists solely in the fact tha.t 

it is imputed to be a sign of it, i.e. is in fact habit­

ually interpreted to be SUCh. ll , These matters will be 

discussed further later in this study. 

Now let us go on to the second category. All that 

Peirce has to say on this is that:' 

Empirical psychology has established the fact 
that we can know a quality only by means of its contrast 

lOSpatio-temporal and causal relations are existen­
tial relations, but likeness (resemblance) is not an exis­
tential relation, on Peirce's view. He refers to the latter 
as a "relation of reason." (1.365) 

lIThe thing functioning as a symbolic Sign could 
be like its object and could be in this or that existential 
relation to it. But insofar as it is functioning as a 
symbol these facts are irrelevant. The same entity could, 
therefore, be functioning in all three ways, i.e. its Sig­
nificance could be grounded in any or all of the three ways. 
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with or similarity to another. By contrast and agree­
ment a thing 1s referred to a correlate, if this term 
may be used in a wider sense than usual. The occasion 
of the introduction of the conception of reference to 
a ground is the reference to a correlate, and this is, 
th~refore, the next conception in order. (1.552) 

Peirce's reference to fl empirlcal psychologyU in this logical 

context looks rather suspicious, but I do not think we 

should worry about a malicious "psychologlsm" here. For 

one thing, in an earlier version of this essay Peirce re-

. fers instead to what Itall students of philosophy" supposedly 

know about these matters.. And for another, and more im­

portantly, the discussion in the foregoing chapter of this 

study should indicate that there 1s nothing in principle 

which forbids Peirce from making use of conclusions of 

empirical psychology in logic, provided that these propo­

Sitions can be understood to be of an essentially logical 

character to begin with, i. e". provided they can also be 

grounded logically. Consider the analogous case in con­

nection with phYSical sclence~ There can surely be little 

question but that relativity theory and certain aspects of 

quantum mechanics have direct import for philosophical 

theories of space, time, and causation. The fact that 

these conSiderations actually arose in the context of em-

pirical phYSics does not in itself militate against their 

philosophical character, and Pe~rce would almost certainly 

have regarded at least part of the issues there as being 

primarily philosophical in character to begin wlth.12 

12peirce once remarked: "Now it is a circumstance 
most significant for the logic of science, that this 



This does not mean that they are not also physical con­

siderations, and it does not mean that the fact that they 

arose in the physical context was merely accidental. It 

1s plausible and quite consistent with Peirce's view 

to suppose that the articulation of such matters will 

~sually, if not always, be efficiently caused by the diffi­

culties which are encountered in developing theories in the 

special sciences. Percy Bridgman, with reference to the 

-radical changes in the physical point of view brought about 

by relativity theory, remarked that: 

Reflection on the situation after the event shows that 
it should not have needed the new experimental facts 
which led to relativity to convince us of the inadequacy 
of our previous concepts, but that a sufficiently shrewd 
analysis should have prepared us for at least the possi­
bility of what Einstein did.13 

When we note the similarity between Bridgman's "operationismlt­

and Peirce's pragmatism we might well be inclined to say 

that such a fl sufflciently shrewd analysis" perhaps had 

been made. But the fact 1s that the import of such an 

analysis can only be seen in the most shadowy way in the 

absence of its exemplification in, or application to, con­

crete subjectmatter. To the extent that relativity theory 

science of dynamics, upon which all the physical sciences 
repose, when defined in the strict way in which its founders 
understood it, and not as embracing the law of the conser­
vation of energy, neither is nor ever was one of the special 
sciences that aim at the discovery of novel phenomena, but 
merely consists in the analysis of truths which universal 
experience has compelled every man of us to acknowledge. II 
(8.l98) _ 

13p • W. Bridgman, The LO~iC of Modern PhYSics (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 19 1), p. 1. 



1s a matter of purely logical considerations there is not, 

I suppose, any logical -reason why Thales couldn't have 

arrived at it, had his thoughts only tended toward such 
, 

matters. He seems to have been intelligent. enough. But 
\ 

the absurdity of such a thing merely pOints up the fact 

that intelligence and logical acumen, in the absence of 

concrete problematic material, are not normally enough. 
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The case 1s surely" similar with the psychological sciences. 

It may well be that some matters of the most profound logi­

cal import will onlY'become clearly articulated as they 

appear in their exemplification in concrete psychological 

subjectmatter. If such principles have been antecedently 

-arrived at in a highly abstract f'orm by the logicians, then 

their more concrete exempllf'icatlon i'n the context of psy­

chological inquiry will surely count as strong verification 

ot the correctness of the former. My suggestion is that 

Peirce may have been thinking in some such f'ashion when 

he clted.the findings of "empirical psychology, If intend­

ing by this to draw attention to the fact that certain 

principles, primarily logical in character, had in fact 

been verified through exemplification in the domain of 

empirical s.cientific inquiry. 14 

In any case, Peirce's point is, I believe, pri­

marily logical in character. And the point is the same 

as that which he raises again in "Some Consequences of 

l4Note his use of psychological examples in 
IIQuestlons Concerning Certain Faculties Claimed for Man.fI 
(5. 216-224) 



Four Incapacities": 

The • • • question is whether we have any 
general con~eptions except in judgmen'ts. In percep­
tion, where we know a thing as existing, it is plain 
that there is a judgment that the thing exists, since 
a mere general concept of a thing is in no case a 
cognition of it as existing. It has usually been 
said, however, that we can call up anY,concept with­
out making any judgment; but it seems that in this 
case we only arbitrarily suppose ourselves to have an 
experience. In order to conceive the number 7, I 
suppose, that is, I arbitrarily make the hypothesis 
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or judgment, that there are certain points before my 
eyes, and I judge that these are seven. This seems to 
be the most Simple and rational view of the matter, 
and I may add that it is the one which has been adopted 
by the best logicians. (5.307) 

It will be recalled that, according to the main line o~ the 

logical tradition prior to Kant, there are supposed to be 

three distinct cognitive acts: the act of apprehension., 

the act of judgment, and the act of inference. These are" 

of course, correlative with the notions of a concept, a 

propOSition, and an argument. Kant, however, made a de­

cided step in breaking down this distinction (as tradition­

ally understood) in his treatment of conception in the 

Critique of Pure Reason. Thus, for example, Kant says: 

Now we can reduce all acts of the understanding to 
judgments, and the understanding may therefore be 
represented as a faculty of judgment. For, as stated 
above, the understanding is a faculty of concepts .. " 
But concepts, as predicates of possible judgments, 
relate to some representation of a not yet determined 
object. Thus the concept of body means something, for 
instance, metal, which can be knoWn by means of that 
concept. It is therefore a concept solely in virtue 
of its comprehending other representations, by means 
of which it can relate to objects. It is therefore 
the predicate of a possible judgment, for instance, 
"every metal is a body" ff15 
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Peirce's way of construing this ls, in effect, to say that 

a ~ conception is simply a judgment having the modality 

of possibility; that is, its object is only supposed as a 
, 

possible one. The point is, however, that something be 

it an actuality or a mere possibility is always supposed 

(Usupposited for,ff to use the scholastic phrase) in the act 

of conception.. In Peirce's own terms, ther~ 'is always a 

t'reference to a correlate .. If And this is the second cate-

gory,J" which he also calls "relation." 

, The term Urelation tf is here used in a more restricted 

sense than he uses it in his later writings. In fact, he 

"indicates in later comments on the "New List rt that what he 

meant by "relation" was "dual relation rr
; for the third 

category, representation, is a relation "also, viz. that 

of an essentially triadic or "plural" relation. (1.564f) 

However, what is important here is the fact that the second 

category is the notion of reference to a £Q.-relate, an 

other or second. And the question which inunediately arises 

1s: Another what? The answer is, I take it, that the 

correlate 1s Simply another form (quality, essence, "rirst­

ness rl
): tlEmpirical psychology has established the fact' 

that we can know a quality only by means of its contrast 

with or similarity to another." (1.552) There is an im­

portant philosophical crossroad here" as well as a cross­

road in the interpretation of Peirce.. For it could be 

objected that-by "another" or ftcorrelatetl Peirce means, or 

should have meant, a bare other -- a mere that, as it 
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were -- rather than another form. This would be what is 

currently sometimes called the notion of the Ifbare particu­

lar rt (which notion leads, I-'suppose, to an "ontology of the 

bare x~U) .16 Or" to put it in traditional terms, it would 

be the Lockean je ne sais guoi or Kantian Ding an sich. 

Now as to what Peirce should have meant in order to be 

right, I have no conunent; but I should think there could 

be little question as to what he did mean once the nature 

of the alternatives are set forth. 

The second category is, then, the notion of other­

ness or dual relation as such, and .it presupposes entities 

between which the relation holds'. This is why Peirce says 

that ·'reference to a correlate cannot be prescinded from 

reference to a ground; but reference to a ground maybe . 

prescinded from reference toa correlate." (1 .. 552) In 

. other wordS, quality can be prescinded from otherness 

(since the mere notion of a quality does not involve the 

notion of anything else), but otherness cannot be prescinded 

.from quality (since it is qualities which are mutually 

other). But what does all of this have to do with the 

notion of an object, in the logical sense? I take it that 

the answer is this. The notion of otherness is, not itself 

the notion of an object, but the notion of an object pre­

supposes the notion of otherness (reference to a correlate), 

16I do not know to whom the term "bare partlcular ll is 
originally due. The phrase "ontology of the bare x H I 
draw from an article by Thomas P. McTighe) "Scotus:- Plato, 
and the Ontology of the Bare X, II The Monist, 49 (1965), 
pp. 588-616. 



just as the notion of a sign presupposes the notion of 

quality (reference to a ground). The bare aual relation 

of otherness as obtaining between one quality and another 
~ 

is certainly not to be ldentlfiedwith the notion of one 

being the object of another, but Peirce's point is that 

obJectivity presupposes that such a relation obtains. It 

is, in other wordS, a relation which the representation 

'relation presupposes, but it is not a part of that rela­

tion. 

A further word about Peirce's analytic strategy 
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in the IINew List" might be 'appropriate at this point. The 

idea is to J:l!8.ke explicit all that is implicit 1n the con-

'ception of' being as such. Since this conception is identi­

fied with that of logical copulation; the analysis is actu­

ally of the conception of . predication as such, 'which turns 

out to be identical with the notion of inference, of repre­

sentation, and so on (as discussed earlier in this chapter). 

Now the third category, to which 'we shall turn in a moment, 

, turns out to be the notion of representation. Therefore, 

the analytic movement can be understood to be a process of 

showing that the notion of be,ing, fully understood, is the 

notion of representation. In othe~ wordS, the third cate-

gory is Simply the fully articulated form of' the conception 

of being. One result of the analysis is to show that the 

first category is such as to be logically conceivable in 

abstraction from the second and the third, in the sense 

that the bare notion of quality or form does not itself 



involve the notion of otherness and/or representation. 

Similarly, the second category is shown to be such as to 

be logically conceivable in abstraction from the third 

category J in the sense that the bare notion of othe'rness 
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or dual relation does not itself presuppose the notion of 

representation (though it does presuppose the notion of the 

first category). And, finally, the third category will be 

shown not to be ·conceivable in abstraction from the other 

categories, in that the notion of representation does pre­

suppose the "notions of quality and otherness. Now the 

analytic movement from the first to the second category 

is not supposed to be warranted by the notion of quality 

as such, i .. e. there is no deduction of the notion of other­

ness from the notion of quality.. Similarly, there is no 

deduction of the notion of representation from the notion 

of otherness. What warrants the analytic movement is the 

fact that we are analyzing the import of the third cate­

gory, representation" from the very beginning -- though 

under the guise, as it were, of the concept of being. Let 

us move on, now, to the introduction of the conSideration 

which yields the third category as such. 

Peirce begins by sa.ying that lithe occasion of ref­

erence to a correlate is obviously by comparison." (1.553) 

And he then goes on to give some examples of comparison, 

designed to show that such an act always involves a third 

reference in addition to the reference to a ground and the 

reference to a correlate, viz. a reference to what he calls 



an interpretant. Two things have to be borne in mind at 

this pOint. On the one hand, what we are explicating is 

the act of predication or judgment, which involves both 
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the notion of a predicate term and the notion of a subject 

term of which the former 1s predicated. And, as far as the 

terms themselves go, they have already been introduced to 

us in the course of the analysls,viz. as the guality and 

the other (quality) .. But, on the other hand, the bare rela­

tion of otherness between two qualities is not in itself 

the relation of predication. For predication is not a mere 

positing, of two qualities, 'but rather involves a special 

ordering relation. Suppose, for example, that the judg­

ment is liThe stove is black." The ground, reference to 
. 17 which constitutes the first category, would be blackness. 

The correlate, reference to which constitutes the second 

category, would be -- not the stove -- but rather stove­

ness. Yet the predication is not supposed to be flstove­

ness is blackness,ff but ratherflThe stove is .black" (or 

ttThe stove has blackness," which Peirce regards as an 

equivalent formulation, cf. 1.551). Hence, again, it is 

clear that some ordering relation remains to be introduced .. 

And this is Peirce's point exactly: there 1s no predica­

tional ordering unless some third factor is introduced. 

In other wordS" the groundwork has been laid for the claim 

that all judgment essentially involves the introduction of 

a third term, which is tantamount to the claim that all 

17The form or quality, not the word "blackness." 



judgment is really inference. 

In order to understand Peirce's argument at this 

point the meager paragraph which Peirce devotes to the 
~ 

introduction of the thi:cd category in the IINew List tl 1s 

not sufficient. But we may take the following statements 

from other of his important essays of ,1867 and 1868 as 

affording the clue to his intent: 

,At no instant in my state of mind is there cognition 
or representation, but in the relation of my states 
of mind at diffe,rent instants there is.. (5 .. 289) 
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The conclusion maybe regarded as a proposition sub­
stituted in place of either premiss, the substitution' 
being justified by the fact stated in the other premiss .. 

-(5 .. 279) . ' 

Every substitution of one proposition for another must 
consist in the substitution of term for term. Such 

'-substitution'can be justified only so far as the first 
term represents wh~t is represented by the second. 
(2.474) 

There 1s no thought in an instant; all that is ever immedi­

ately present (in this sense of upresentff) is pure feeling, 

form, essence, quality, "firstness. u This means that all 

logical relation must be a matter of priorit:y and posteri­

ority. But we have to distinguish between temporal and 

logical priority-posteriority. There is no doubt an im­

portant relation -- both for Peirce and in fact -- between 

temporal and logical order~ but it must be borne in mind 

that we are concerned here exclusively with the latter 

(except where explicit note is made to the contrary). The 

point to this ls~ then, that we are to understand the predl-

cational ordering introduced by the third category in 

terms of the notion of a logical order of priority and 
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posteriority. For logical purposes, the mind 1s to. be re­

garded as a succession of purely fermal elements, the 

nature of this succession constituting the nature of mind 

as sueh. In other words, mind is net a thing but a certain 

ordered process -- a logically ordered precession -- of 

pure form, feeling, quality, essence, flflrstness.lI If we 

turn, then, to the second and third of the quotes above, 

we understand why Peirce there speaks of theinferentlal 

process in terms of substitution. In the logical proces-

, sian one form (logically) takes the place of, substitutes 

for, some other as the sole pesitive content of mind at a 

given (logical) instant. More prosaically, 'inference is 

.the justified substl tutlon of one term in the place of another. 

Now, prior to the introduction of the third cate­

,gory we have only the notion of pure quality or form, and 

the notio.n of a relation of otherness between two forms. 

If a serious etymo.logical pun may be permitted: we have 

the positive and the £E.-positive. But the purpose of 
, 18 

predication is to affirm the one term of the other. 

Hence, the antithetical or OPPOSitional relation between 

the two. terms must somehow be aufgehoben in the act of 

predicatio.n. This is why the intro.duction of a third 

term or tlinterpretant tt is required. From what has been 

said above, it can be seen that this should be equivalent 

to the introduction of the notion of substitution. If I 

may extend my pun, though still with serious intent: we 

~8pe~rce has a device for treating negative predi­
cations as positive, see 2.4784 



w1ll then have not only the positive and the op-pos1tive, 

but the sup-positive as we-II. However, the substitution 

process has to be a justified one, i.e. the succession or 
~ 

ordering of the terms must be a logical ordering. There-

fore, the introduced third term must in some way provide 

the warrant for the order in question. The question is: 
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How can the introduction of yet one more formal element -­

for this is all any term can possibly be -- constitute the 

ordering factor required? 

Consider again the quotation from Peirce above, 

where he says that the substitution of term for term "can 

be justified only so far as the first term represents what 

is represented by the second" (2 .. 474), and his characteri­

zation of the interpretant as a "mediating representation 

which represents the relate to be a representation of the 

same correlate which this mediating representation itself 

represents. 1f (1 .. 553, italics omitted) Now a useful syno­

nym for urepresentslf would be, at this point, "stands in 

place of.fI(ef. 1.564) Or, still better, let us phrase 

it as Ustands in the (logical) place of" If And this, in 

addition to what has been saldearlier, permits some help­

ful rephrasings. Thus, we may say that the substitution 

of one form for another can be justified only so far as 

the first stands in the same logical place that the second 

stands in. And we may say that the interpretant is a medi­

ating form which stands in the place of a correlate (or 

subject) form, and does so in such a way that the relate 
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(or predicate) form stands in that very same place. The 

Interpretant form ls, in other words, a form having a 

mediating function in that, on the one hand, it stands in 
~ 

the place of the subject or correlate form, and, on the 
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other hand, there is another form (a relate or predicate 

rorm) which stands in its place. To put it another way: 

there is only one logical place, and this place 1s defined 

or constituted by the subject form; but within that logi­

cal place the interpretant form takes its place, and within 

that latter ~he predicate form takes its place. (The 

Euler diagram for the Barbara syllogism, consisting of 

three concentric Circles, provides an exact spatial repre-

sentation for this, provided that it is constructed inten­

Sionally rather than extensionally. That is, the circles 

must be construed as representing attributes or forms, 

rather than as representing classes of individuals.) In 

tiThe Fixation of Belief H Peirce remarks that: 

A moment's thought will show that a variety of facts 
are already assumed when the logical question is first 
asked. It is implied, for instance, that there are 
such states of mind as doubt and belief -- that a 
passage from one to the other is possible, the object 
of thought remaining the same, and that this transi­
tion ls subject to some rules by which all minds are 
alike bound. (5.369) 

Leaving to one side here the notion of doubt and belief, 

Peirce is saying, in effect., that the logical movement of 

thought presupposes (a) a constancy in the object of thought, 

which is what I expressed above by saying that there is only 

one logical place and that this place is constituted by the 

subject form, and (b) that the movement to the predicate 



requires some rules or ordering principles, which I ex­

pressed above as a generic principle in saying that the 

predicate form must fall not only within the subject form 

but ~within a form within the subject form. 

It can now be seen why it is only with the refer­

ence to the third or interpretant form, the mediat'ing form, 

that the notion of representation enters and why thi~ is 

supposed to be the same as the notion of inference. The 

first category only posits a form. The second category 

. only posits another form. But 1n order for this other-

'ness or non-identity to be aufgehoben in predicatlonal 

'arflrmatlon some third form must be introduced which so 

relates to the first two as", on the one hand, to preserve 

the presupposed non-identity of predicate and subject term, 

but, on the other hand, to constitute a partial identity 

after all. (The predicate form 1s exhibited as part but 

not the whole of the subject form.) This Is, after all, 

only the familiar notion of containment, impliCitness, or 

involvement. This is the notion which only the reference 

to the interpretant introduces, and it means that all 

predication requires such a middle or mediating term and 

is thus always inferential in character. 

Let us take up again the "The stove is black" 

example. And let us suppose that this does not represent 

a perceptual judgment (which is an unconscious inference, 

on Peirce's view), but rather a judgment which is con­

sciously based on a mediating notion. Suppose., .for 



example, that the stove is known or assumed to be made 

by the Ajax Company, whose stoves are always black. That 

1s to say, let us suppose that the assertion "The stove 
~ 

is black" is not a mere irresponsible mouthing of words 
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but purports to make a cognitive claim, and that appeal is 

made to the fact that it is an Ajax stove as justification 

for that claimo Now the problem that we encountered, with 

only the first two categories to work with, was that the 

word "black" introduces the notion of blackness and the 

word "stove If introduces the notion of stove.ness, but the 

predication is not supposed to be liThe stoveness 1s black­

ness rr but rather "The stove is black" or UThestove has 

blackness. If The reference to the third or interpretant 

term now introduces the further notion which we shall call 

UAjaxness r
, (i.eo the character of being made by the Ajax 

Company). Since this is supposed to be a genuinely third 

term (and not just another other, so to speak) the notion 

of Ajaxness must be introduced as containing blackness and 

being contained by the stoveness in question. 

Now, I say "the stoveness in question," for we are 

dealing with a definite description, "the stove,ff and not 

simply with a statement about stoves in general. 19 PeirceRs 

logical approach is, I believe, generally congenial to the 

use of the well-knOwn technique for eliminating Singular 

19 I 19noredthis when I introduced the example 
earlier. The discussion which follows should make it clear 
that to remark upon this there would only have complicated 
the issue without affecting the point in question. 
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terms in logical representation which W. V. O. Quine ex-
20 plains in his Methods of Logic; and, in fact, I would say 

that Peircels approach necessarily requires some such tech­

nique. For, to use Qu1ne's phrase, "the primacy of the 

predlcate,lt i.e. of the term or form, is of the very essence 

of Peirce's point of view. Since we cannot here go into 

the details of that, let us simply assume that the words 

tithe stove n here' introduce some form complex enough to be 

contextually sufficient for representing the stove in ques­

tion. And, for convenience, let us call that form "this­

stoveness. ff (In other words, when the judger makes the 

judgmen~ in question he" "has in mind" as subject some com-

" plex idea which in91udes the notion of stoveness, but which 

also includes a number of other characters, such as e.g. 

location, ownership, etc,; and this complex idea or form 

we call, solely for convenience, the form flthis-stoveness. H
) 

And let us be clear on the .fact that,as a form, there is 

nothing individual about·this-stoveness. Assuming all of 

this, the judgment liThe stove is black, II construed as 

evidentially based on the mediating notion Ajaxness, is, 

then, to be construed as the introduction into the universe 

of discourse of the complex .form this-stoveness ~ contain­

ing the form Ajaxness, which in turn contains the form 

blackness. This is, so to speak, the formal import of the 

judgment-inference "The stove, since it is an Ajax, is 

York: 
20Willard Van Orman QUine{ Methods of Logic (New 

Henry Holt & Company, 1955), pp. 215-19. 
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Now let us note a very interesting fact. The 

judgment-inference actually only introduces one complex 
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. term or form. For, Ajaxness is here represented to be a 

part of the form this-stoveness, and blackness a part of 

Ajaxness" (This indicates one reason why Peirce inSists 

not only on regarding terms as ~plicit propositions and 

propositions as implicit arguments, but also turns this 

around and says that "every proposition and every argu­

ment can be regarded a's a term. If) 21 But if this is so, 

i..,e. if the whole inference can be reg;arded as the positing 

of a (complex) firstness or form, then it is implied that 

there must be another ~-positing or positing of a second 

form. For the analysis of experience shows that there is 

'no positivity without otherness. And then this in turn 

impli.es that there must be a furt,her sup-positing or intro­

duction of a further Interpretant form. But this, of 

course, results in yet anotherslngle, complex argument­

t,erm which •• • , etc., ad infinitum. The nature of the 

infinite regress or rather progression -- which this 

implies has already been discussed in Chapter III of this 

study, and I need only remind the reader that it is a 

potential, not an actual progression. 

But let us go back to the fact that, Since the 

argument is itself a complex single term, there must be a 

21 The quotation is from 2.407n1. See also 2.341, 
2.344-56, and 3.175. 
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further op-positing. We here hit upon the nerve of Peirce's 

doctrine of logical individuality. As I noted earlier, 

there can be no question but that Peirce's theory involves 
.. 

the rejection of the individual as a bare or formless Ding 

an sich. But, on the other hand, no amount of formal com-

plexity can yield individuality. Thus, in the example 

above, what we wanted to talk about was the stove. But 

all that could be introduced into the logical universe of 
-- , 

discourse was 'a this'-stoveness., i~ e. some complex and non-

individual form taken as representing what we intend. Yet 

we intend an individual. Now this intent is the' ,2£.-poslting 

which ls(logically) generated with the completion of every 

judgment-inference~ The notion of individuality is the 

notion of the ineluctably other which each successive 

judgment tries to -- and step by step does -- comprehend 

, through a form. And thlsother is • • • another form. 

For there is no Ding an slch. 

'The ineliminable reference to the other is indicated 

by the fact that we cannot rephrase our judgment-inference 

(a) tiThe stove., since it is an Ajax, is black fl 

by saying 

(b) "This-stoveness contains Ajaxness.,' which con­

"tains blackness," 

but must rather say' 

(c) rtThat which contains this-stoveness contains 

Ajaxness, which contains blackness. If 

Neverthele~sJ the validity of (a) depends solely upon (b), 
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for all that (c) adds is the fact that this-stoveness is 

further contained, which is irrelevant for purposes of 

evaluating (a) as such. I take it that this is exactly the 
, 

same issue which was discussed in Chapter III, viz. that 

there is no intuition. The logical argument supposes a 

premiSS 'which is itself a conclUSion, yet this does not im­

ply that the premiSS must actually be evaluated as a con­

clUSion. In other words, while (b) is what 1s put forth 

as the logicalargume'nt, it is nevertheless true that it 

is (c) rather than (b) which actually translates (a); for 

(aJ expresses ~ than the logical argument, in that it 

also expresses the assumption that the premisses of the 

logical argument are further contained (i.e.' are not intu­

itive) • 

This brings us to the problem of quantification, a 

matter upon which I have only a few words to say. I used 

an example involving singular reference (the definite des­

cription '(the stove If) in order to point up the fact that 

while, on the one hand, it 1s always only a form which is 

introduced as subject term, yet, on the other· hand" the 

introduced form is always supposed t'o be only representative 

of something further or other which the logical argument can 

never wholly comprehend. But precisely the same thing would 

have to apply to universally and particularly quantified 

assertions as well. That ls, neither HAll stoves are black" 

nor "Some stoves are blackH can be construed as asserting 

that stoveness is blackness, but mean rather that (all or 
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some of) that which contains stoveness contains blackness. 

It seems clear, therefore, that the problem of quantifica­

tion will center on the problem of the selection of terms 
"-

as representative of the intended Uthat which,,11 Since I 

have so far been unable to pursue this problem I can only 

point out the fact that Peirce apparently supposed that 

some uniform account of this could be given. For he not 

only held in his earlier writings, but continued to hold 

at least as late as 1893, 22 that all·· arguments could in 

principle be reduced to what I called in Chapter III the 

Peircean Barbara form; i. e. 'the form: 

M 1s P 
S is M 

.". S 1s P 

This form has no quantifiers, which 1s consistent with the 

fact that the logical argument, as such .. " is simply a matter 

of concentric formal containment. If this problem were 

worked out it would almost certainly have to go along the 

lines suggested by the fact that there are techniques for 

converting universal into particular propositions, and vice 

versa, and techniques (Such as Quine's technique referred 

to earlier) for converting propositions containing singu­

larly referring expressions into quantified propositions. 

The heart of the problem would then lie in connect1ng this 

with the ineliminable 1fthat which H which every logic,al 

argument presupposes. 

This, completes my discussion of the categorial 

22Th1s is discussed in Chapter V. 
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analysis in the"New Llst,fI with the exception of a comment 

on the fact that Peirce characterizes the act of predication 

as a "passage from being to substance. 1I The concept of sub-
~ 

stance is, I take it, the concept of instantiated being. 

That ls, it is identical with the matter which we have been 

discussing in the last few paragraphs, viz~ the fact that 

there is an ineradicable Hthat which ll or reference to an 

other whlch our judgments successively, but only partially, 

comprehend. The substance ls, in other words, that which 

always stands outside of, and is in that sense independent 

of, any given representation. (The sense in which it is 

"substratum" is obvious.) However, since each reference· 

to it Is a reference to another form, it isessentlally 

cognizable. In fact, it mlght be said to be the notion of 

the cognizable or intelligible as such.. The relation of 

being to substance is therefore this. Being is the repre­

sentation of substance; it is the cognizable as cognized. 

Being is appearance; substance is the reality which appears. 

Substance -- reality -- essentially manifests itself, and 

the idea of manifestation is the idea of a Sign. 

A final point. I remarked in Chapter III that the 

second intentional or logical point of view is essentially 

involved with the first intentional paint of view. This 

follows from the fact that all judgment is (implicitly) 

inference, and inference involves a mediating or interpre­

tant term.. An interpretant term is "a mediating repre­

sentation which represents the relate to be a representation 
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of the same correlate which this mediating representation 

itself represents. u (1.553, ita1ics omitted) Since the 

1nterpretant represents a relation which obtains between 
~ 

sign term (relate) and object term (correlate) it has, 

by definition, a second-intentional function.. This is to 

say that the logical point of view is constitutive of 

objective consciousness. "God has not been so sparing 

to men as to make them barely two-legged creatures, and 

left it to Aristotle to make them rational. If 



CHAPTER V 

THE GENERIC RELATION 

2. The Role of the Interpretant 

A. Ampliative Inference 

Peirce contended that all inference -- deductive, 

inductive, and hypothetical -- is., in a sense, assimilable 

to the generic form discussed in Chapter IV. It is certain 

that he retained this view as late as 1893, when he brought 

together the relevant logical papers of the 1860's and 1870's 
1 

in his Search for a Method; and as late as 1897 he says 

explicitly that the principle of the syllogism in Barbara 

(i~e. what I have called the "Peircean Barbara ff
) enters 

into every syllogism, and that Uthe chief end·of formal 

'logic is the representation of the syllogism. If (3.525) In 

remarking this it 1s pertinent to note that, in his 1883 

paper "The Logic of Relatives U (3.328-58) and his 1885 

paper liOn the Algebra of Logic" (3.359-403), Peirce had 

already created a logical symbolism which the Kneales char­

acterize as "adequate for the whole of logic and identical 

in syntax with the systems now in use. u2 And, moreover, he 

lSee Chapter I, footnote 7. 
2 William and Martha Kneale, The Development of 

Logic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 431. 
It is not clear what they mean by lithe whole of logic," 
however. 
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was already at work in 1897 on a graphical system which 

was not only notationally adequate for what is now com­

monly expressed by the propositional calculus and the first-
~ 

order polyadic predicate calculus, but which was also fitted 

out with transformation rules under which, as has recently 

been shown, the system is both consistent 'and complete, 

provided a certain emendation is made. 3 Hence, however 

questionable his contention may seem prima facie, it would 

surely be a mistake to look for any naive error on Peircets 

part here. In any case, the discussion in Chapter IV should 

have indicated that what Pe'iree has in mind in respect to 

the ,generic form is not a system of formal notation, but 

the fundamental principles which would underlie the con­

s'truction of any system which would be of logical. and not 

3por further information on this see: Don Davis 
Roberts, uThe' Existential Graphs of Charles S. Peirce,lI 
Ph. D. dissertation, UniverSity of IllinOiS, 1963. There 

,is, of course, material on this in the Collected Papers 
(4.347-584)., but prior to Roberts· study no one had been 
able to make much of it. (Roberts utilized much unpublished 
material in the Harvard Libraries in developing his account.) 
What Roberts shows is, among other things, that the Alpha 
part (corresponding to the propOSitional calculus) is com .... 
plete and consistent, and that the Beta part . (corresponding 
to the n-adic predicate calculus of first order) is complete 
and consistent if and only if an emendation is made which 

~ .. allows for the possibility of moving from quantified to in­
stantiated statements.. It is interesting that the necess.ity 
for emendation should lie precisely here, for the discussion 
in the preceding chapter should have indicated that the locus 
of Pe~rcets logical problems would probably lie precisely 
in giving an adequate account of reference. See chapters 7 
and 8 of Roberts' dissertation for the proofs of completeness 
and consistency (and for the precise sense of these terms), 
and see also an article by him entitled liThe Existential Graphs 
and Natural Deduction,J1 Studies in the Philosophy of Charles' 
Sanders Peirce: Second Series, ed. E. C. Moore and R. S. 
Robin (Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1964), 
pp. 109-21 .. 
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merely formal interest. 

An additional insight into his reason for claiming 

omnicompetence for the generic form is given by his claim, 
~ 

in "Some Consequences of' Four Incapacities,1I that in con-

sequence of denying introspection: 

We can admit no statement concerning what passes \<Tithin 
us except as a hypothesis necessary to explain what 
takes place in what we commonly call the external world. 

,Moreover when we have upon such grounds assumed one 
faculty or mode of' action of the mind, we cannot, of 
course, adopt any other hypothesis for the purpose of 
explaining any fact whfch can be explained by our first 
supposition, but must carry the latter as far as it 
will go. In other words, we must, as far as we can do 
so'without additional hypotheses, reduce all kinds of 
mental action to one general type. (5.266) 

The appeal here 1s to the principle of parsimony (1I0ccam 'S 

Razor"), and I think it is clear from the course of discus-
4 ' sion in the companion paper that what require to be ex-

plained are the phenomena which give rise to the appearance­

reality distinction" i.e. those which force upon us an aware­

ness that we might be wrong. 'As I pointed out in Chapter III, 

the reason for introducing the notion of "mind" 'to begin' 

with 1s to account for the fact of error and ignorance. 

Since this is the generic phenomenon which gives rise to 

the notion of mind, there ought to be a correspondingly 

generic notion of mind -- which notion is, indeed, precisely 

what we have just discussed in Chapter IV. However, the 

connection of the notion of mind with the possibility of 

error will be further discussed in the next section'of this 

" 411Questions Concerning Certain Faculties Claimed 
for Man II (5. 213-63). 
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chapter, and I will say no more about it at present, ex­

cept to note that this has already been reflected in the 

categorial analysis by the fact that a judgment is there 
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treated as a claim and, hence, something essentially capa­

ble of being ill-founded. 

Now Kant argued, in his essay uThe Mistaken Subtlety 

of the Four Syllogistic F'igures, Hthat all the figures of 

the syllogism are reducible to the first figure. Peirce, 

in his 1866 paper tlrwlemoranda Concerning the Aristotelian 

Syllogism" (2.792-807), concurs in this, but he purports 

to show that, nevertheless: 

It appears that no syllogism of the second or third 
figure can be reduced to the first~ without taking for 
granted an inference which can only be expressed syllo­
gistically in that figure from which it has been re­
ducedo ~:hese inferences are not strictly syllogistic, 
because one of the propositions taken as a premiss in 
the 'syllogisticexpression isa logical fact. But the~ 
fact that each can only be expressed in the second or 
third figure of syllogism, as the case may be, shows 
that those figures alone involve the respective prin­
ciples of those inferences. Hence, it is proved that 
every figure involves the principle of the first figure, 
but the second and third figures contain other prin­
ciples, besides. (2.807) 

In another paper, written in 1867 (but with corrections 

and additions of 1893), Peirce argues that: 

Since, in the general form, S may be any subject and P 
any predicate, it is possible to modify Barbara by 
making the major premiss and conclusion negative, or 
by making the minor premiss and conclusion particular, 
or in both these ways at once. Thus we obtain all the 
modes of the first figure. (2.479) 

In the same paper he says:. 

Hence the general formula of all argument must be: 

M is P, 
S is M, 

... S is P; 
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which is to be understood in this sense -- that the 
terms of every syllogistic argument fulfill functions 
of subject and predicate as here indicated, but not 
that the argument can be grarrunatically expressed in 
this way. (2.474) 

~ 

And it is also in this paper that he argues that hypoth-
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esis corresponds to the second figure and induction to the 

third. (2.474) 

In sununary, Peirce claims that: (a) all argument 

can be reduced to syllogistic form; (b) all syllogism can 

be reduced to the first figure; (c) all moods of the first 

figure can be reduced to (the Peircean) Barbara; (d) <the 

second and third figures in some sense contain, respectively, 

the principles of hypothesis and induction; (e) the reduc-< 

t1onof the second and third figures to the first never­

theless presupposes the independence of their respective 

principles; (f) hence,- even though hypothetic and inductive 

inference are somehow expressible in Barbara they neverthe­

less presuppose independent principles; and (g) the possi­

bility of reduction does not concern what is grammatically 

felicitous, but isa matter of the representation of logi- -

cal function. So many important logical questions are in­

volved here that only an extended critical study could do 

justice to the matter, and I cannot attempt anything of the 

sort here. What I shall do is take these claims for granted, 

for purposes of interpretation, and address myself only to 

the question of how hypothetic and inductive inference are 

supposed to be assimilable to the generic form. Moreover, 

I must here explicitly restrict myself to Peirce's earlier 

~ .. , 



doctrine of ampliative inference. As 1s well-known} he 

wrote extensively on these topics throughout his entire 

career, and I am not prepared to make any judgment on the 

relati~n between his earlier and later work here~ Hence, 

I will concern myself only with as much of his theory as 

seems clearly to be connected with the doctrine of the 

ItNew List. If 

The clue to Peirce's conception here lies in his 

characterization of a probable syllogism as one flwhose 

validity depends partly upon the non-existence of some 

-other knowledge, .... fI. (5. 270) He expands upon this 

point as follows: 
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The absence of knowledge[,] which is essential 
to the validity of any probable argument[J] relates 
to some question which is determined by the argument 

. itself'. This question, like every other, :is whether 
certain objects have certain characters. Hence, the 
absence of knowledge is either whether besides the 
objects which, according to the premisses, possess 
certain characters, any other objects possess them; 
or, whether besides the characters which, according 
to the premisses, belong to certain objects, any other 
characters not necessarily involved in these belong to 
the same objects. In the former case J the reasoning 
proceeds as though all the objects which have certain 
characters were known, and this is induction; in the 
latter case, the inference proceeds as though all the 
characters requisite to the determination of a certain 
object or class were known" and this is hypothesis. 
(5.272) 

Let us call an induction by complete enumeration a "formal 

induction"; and let us call the analogous sort of hypoth­

esis a IIformal hypotheSis. u5 Since formal inductions and 

formal hypotheses are deductively valid, what Peirce is 

5see the 1867 paper "Upon the Natural Classifica­
tion of Arguments lf (2.461-516, esp. 2.508ff). 
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saying, in effect, 1s that a valid ampliative infe~ence 

(inductive or hypothetic) is one in which one proceeds 
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as if the inference were not ampllatlve but formal. We 

might say that induction and hypothesis are thereby re­

duced to a guasi-deductive form. Let us consider the case 

of induction first. 

In his 1878 essay "Deduction, Induction, and 

Hypothesis" (2.619-44), Peirce claims that: 

It is capable of strict proof (with which, however, 
I will not trouble the reader) that all arguments 
whatever can be put into [the form of Barbara]; but 
only under the condition that the is shall mean lIis 
for the purposes of the argument II or flis represented 
by." Thus an induction will appear in this form some­
thing like this: 

These beans are two-thirds white, 
But, the beans in this bag are (represented 

. by) these beans; . .-
:. The beans in the bag· are two-thirds white. 

But because all inference may be reduced in 
some way to Barbara, it does not follow that this.is 
the most appropriate form in Which to represent every 
kind of inference. On the contrary, to show the dis­
tinctive characters of different sorts of inference, 
they must clearly be exhibited in different forms 
peculiar to each. Barbara particularly typifies de­
ductive reasoning; and so long as the is is taken 
literally, no inductive reasoning can be put in this 
:form. (2.619f) 

What we have here is a quaSi-deduction, which 1s valid as 

an induction if and only if (a) it is valid as a deduction 

(wh1ch it is),, and (b) it is legitimate to regard the 

sample as representative of the collection sampled. Since 

the sample. is the middle or mediating term here, we could 

also say that the validity depends upon the extent to 

which we have introduced a reliable interpretant.e The 
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peculiar problem of induction is, therefore, the problem 

of the "fair" sample or genuinely representative interpret­

ant. The limiting case would, of course, be the one where­

in the sample exhausted the collection, i.e. the case where 

the induction ceased to be ampllatlve and the deduction 

thereby lost its UquasiU character. In all other cases 

the problem devolves into that of developing reliable meth­

ods of sampling. 

It might be objected that, since the problem of the 

fair sample is obviously the problem of induction to begin 

with, nothing has been gained by Peirce's manoeuver. But 

the answer to this would surely be that, supposing the 

manoeuver to be correct as far as it goes, the nature of 

the induction problem is thereby made clearer, and that, 

moreover, at least a hint is given of the directiori in which 

the solution would lie. For what Peirce has done is to 

assimilate the notion of a sample to the notion of repre­

sentation, with all of the rich epistemological connotations 

of the latter. This by itself is, I would suggest, no small 

contribution to the matter. Of course, Peirce also did a 

great deal more than this on the induction problem" but 

we cannot go further into that here.. Also, it should not 

be forgotten that he has shown how even an inductive infer­

ence is assimilable to the generic form, and this in a way 

which is by no means forced or prima facie implausible. 

For the quasi-deductive model is easily recognizable as the 

form bywhlch men naturally acquire the larger part of 



their general beliefs. A common prejudice ls, after all, 

only an inductlve quasi-deduction with no attention paid 

to the need for control over the flquasin: a few members 
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of a class are known and, without further ado, they are 

taken as representative vis-a-vis this or that character. 

Now let us consider the case of' hypothetic infer­

ence. An appropriate example to use here would be a some­

what oversimplified version of Kepler's solution of what 

.. Thomas Kuhn calis Uthe problem or the planets. u6 The sub-

ject here (i.e. the object-term of the inference) would be 

the movement of (part of' what is ·now called) the sola·r 

system •.. The hypothetic conclusion would· be that the solar 

system conforms to Kepler t s laws.· The evidenceonwhieh 

this is based would be the astronomical data tabulated by 

Tycho Brahe. The gist of' the inference would thus be, 

roughly, that the solar system, since it has the character 

which Brahets data ascribe to it, is therefore in con­

fOrmity with Keplerts laws. Expressed as a quasi-deduction 

the middle term or interpretant would be Brahets data re­

garded as one very complex logical term. Now whereas the 

problem of induction hinged on the question whether the 

interpretant (the drawn sample of beans) was genuinely 

representative of the object (the beans in the bag), the 

problem here lies rather in the question whether the 

6Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1959), p. 219. This was Peircets 
favorite example of a hypothetic inference; see 1.72-74 
and 2.96-97 for his analysis of Kepler's inference. 



relat1on"'between interpretant and predicate is such as to 

warrant the quasi-deduction. For the relation of Brahe's 

data to the solar system is not herein question, i.e . 
. ~ 
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it is assumed that they are sufficiently reliable to form 

a basis for the hypothetic inference. What relation would 

have to obtain, then, between Brahe's data and Kepler's 

laws to warrant this inferential move? 

The answer to this is parallel to the case of 

induction. Suppose, contrary to fact" that Kepler's laws 

were nothing more than a summary formula of Brahe's datao 

In this case the inferential move would be completely un­

exceptionable, since it would only replace a compl-ex des­

cription with a Simpler one. This would be the limiting 

ca,se in which a hypothetic inference lost its quasi-deductive 

character and become a straightforward deduction., i.,e. be­

came a merely formal hypotheSiS. But Kepler's laws and 

theoretical hypotheses generally -- are not in fact ex­

hausted 1n their meaning by the data upon which they are 

based.. That 1s" the total implication of a theoretical 

hypothesis is normally much more extensive than the data 

it 1s introduced to explain. Hence, hypothetic inferences 

are normally quasi-deductive and not mere formal hypotheses. 

·But the validity of a hypothetiC inference as an inference 

is a function. of the extent to which it 1s legitimate to 

suppose that it has no implications not contained in its 

evidential base. Or, to put it another way, the validity 

of the hypothesis is measured by the extent to which it 
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actually implies the data upon which it is based. 

This seems to lead to an undesirable consequence. 

For it would usually be supposed that an explaining hypoth-

" 'esis would be of decreasing value precisely to the extent 

that it implied no more than the data upon which it was 

-based. What use (other than notational economy) would 

there be in introducing a hypothesis if it only presented 

,in another form what' was already' taken for granted about 

-thesubjectmatter? Surely it would be precisely the rich­

~ rather than the poverty of its implications beyond 

presently accepted data which would be a measure of the 

validity of its introduction qua hypothesis. The answer 

to this' would perhaps run as' follows. It is not true that 
" 

richness of implication in itself provides 'a reason for 

introducing an hypothesis. Nothing can justify an hypoth­

eSis, as an inference, but the fact- that it implies accept­

able data. Now the justification for accepting a hypoth­

esis at any given time depends upon two factors! (I) the 

fact that'it does imply the accepted data, and (2) the 

assumption that it implies nothing but acceptable data. 

To say that an ampllative hypothetic inference is a quasi 

or lias lr lt deduction is a way of expressing' the 'second 

factor: the inference is justified to the extent that 

that assumption is justified. But what would justify that 

assumptlon? Nothing but the discovery of further accept­

able data which the hypothesis does in fact imply. Thus 

Kepler's hypothesis was justified by the fact that it im-

plied Brahe's data, and by the fact that the further 
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assumption upon which it was based, viz. that it implied 

further acceptable data, has so far been proven correct. 

Now, although the role of the Interpretant or 
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middle term is not precisely the same in the two types of 

ampliative inference, there is nevertheless a common func­

tion here. For in both cases what is at stake in validating 

the inference is the problem of getting an adequate repre­

sentation of the object as inferential base. Once a com­

pletely adequate interpretant representation has been a­

chieved the validity or invalidity of the inference is 

known absolutely. For if the sample 1s exhaustive of the 

collection, or if the known data are exhaustive of the 

subjectmatter" then the inference is either deductively 

, valid or else it is simply invalid. The fact that data 

and sample are rarely exhaustive is the reason why these 

modes of inference are only quasi-deductive. As such they 

are, however, assimilable to the generic form. 

,We can now see why Peirce says that the validity 

or ampliat1ve inference IJdepends partly upon ,the non­

existence of some other knowledge." (5.270) Anything is 

what it is capable of being known as. Now the interpretant 

or mediating term is represented to be the object insofar 

as it is known in the relevant respect. Therefore, if we 

knew some relevant fact about the object which was not in­

cluded in the Interpretant conception we would, in effect~ 

be misrepresenting the object. Such logical worth as an 

inference of this sort has is, therefore, essentially 
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dependent upon the non-existence of any further relevant 

knowledge. For the ampliative inference claims not only 

that the object, so conceived, has this or that character, 

but~clalms also that the object may legitimately be so con­

ceived. That ls, the implicit c.laim expressed by the inter­

pretant in an ampliative inference is: "This is the object, 

so far as we know it .. u Therefore, if there were other 

relevant knowledge not included in this conception the 

claim would be false and the inference unsound. 

Finally, I would like to point out that the same 

term (i.e .. form, quality, essence, idea, firstness) may 

have quite different logical roles in different contexts. 

That Is, that which plays the role of interpretant term in 

one context may play the role of object term or predicate 

"term in another. Consider Brahe f s data. In the context 

of the hypothetic inference to Kepler's laws these data 

functioned as interpretant. But when these data'were orig­

inally gathered the procedure no doubt involved a certain 

amount of inductive sampling from observation protocols, ." 

with the data there functioning as predicate of an inductive 

conclusion based upon the protocols as interpretant. Now 

suppose an inquiry were made into the reliability of Brahe's 

data, insofar as this could be conjectured from the reli­

ability of Brahe himself. (It is not unusual to take the 

known professional character of a man as evidence for the 

reliability of what he says.) Brahets data would here have 

the function of object term; the character of being a 
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product of Brahe's labors would function as interpretant 

term; and the hypothetic inference might be that, given 

what we know about Brahets professional products, it is 
~ 

likely that the data are indeed reliable. Or consider 
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Kepler's hypothesis. In the context of the inference to 

it ~ hypothesis, it was not functioning as interpretant. 

But once it was accepted it then began to play an inter­

pretant role in ordinary deductive" inference. In fact, 

this is precisely the role it plays when it is put to the 

predictive test: the solar system is conceived in accord­

ance wlth'the, Keplerian conception, deductions are made 

from this conception, and it is ascertained whether or not 

the deduced phenomena in fact obtaine But then, in another 

context, it could also function as an object term. For 

'example, it is functioning in that way in this very paper: 

I take it as an object, interpret it under the aspect of 

being a hypothesis, and charact~rize it accordingly, as 

above .. 

B. The interpretant and the fir think" 

The following passage is from Peirce's deduction 

of the categories in the ffNew List ll
: 

Reference to an interpretant is rendered possible 
and justified by that which renders possible and justi­
fies comparison. But that is clearly the diversity of 
impressions. If we had but one impreSSion, it would not 
require to be reduced to unity, and would therefore not 
need to be thought of as referred to an Interpretant, 
and the conception of reference to an interpretant would 
not arise. But since there is a manifold of impreSSions, 
we have a feeling of complication or confUSion, which 



leads us to differentiate this impression from that, 
and then, having been differentiated, they require 
to be brought to unity. Now they are not brought to 
unity until we conceive them together as being ours, 
that is, until we refer them to a conception as their 
Interpretant. (1.554) 

Students of John Deweyls philosophy may recognize here a 

Kantian ancestor of the "problematic situationJI! as it 

makes its appearance in Peirce's formal categorial anal­

YS1S. 7 However, the notion of substance as a confused 

"manifold of impressions" has already been discussed, as 
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far as it will be discussed here, in the previous chapter: 

substance is that which, when analyzed in judgment, loses 

some part of its "confusedness "; it is essentially a mani-

fold because it 1s essentially capable of being so analyzed; 

and the term lfirnpressionn is no doubt used here in the 

Humean sense of that which forces itself upon'us. To go 

into this further would lead directly into the doubt-belief 

theory of inquiry, on the one hand, and the problems of ref­

erence and quantIfication, on the other. The point to which 

I wish to address myself is rather Peirce's identification 

7See John Herman Randall, Jr.ls analysis of the 
concept of substance in Chapter 6 of Nature and Historical 
Experience (New York: Columbia University Press, paperback 
edltion~ 1962), pp. 143-194. See especially p. 148 where 
he says: "Substance, starting with its root-meaning of 
'·subject-matter, I thus becomes for me, in the language of 
the philosophies of experience, the encountered 'context' 
or 'situation' within which reflective experience distin­
guishes ..... Structure. I It is what Aristotle calls f the confused 
mess' (T~ 6uJ~tKU~fV~) which is clearly 'first for us, 
within which we distipguish principles, causes and elements. I 

Dewey I s term for {)1J<fttJ. or Substance in this sense is clearly 
Ithe situation, f conceived as a 'universe of action,1 and 
I have found it extremely suggestive to follow up this 
equating of Aristotle's term with Dewey 1 s." 



19 

·119 

of the notion of the interpretant and the notion of the 

subjective, as indicated in the last sentence of the quota­

tion. There is,, I believe" a clear parallel here with the 

Kantian contention that: 

It must be possible for the HI think" to accom­
pany all my representations; for otherwise something 
would be represented in me which could not be thought 
at all, and that is equivalent to saying that the repre­
sentation would be impossible, or at least would be 
nothing to me. That representation which can be given 
prior to all thought is entitled intuition. All the 
manifold of intuition has, therefore, a necessary rela­
tion to the III think" in the same subject in which 
this manifold is found. But this representation is an 
act of spontaneity, that is, it cannot be regarded as 
belonging to sensibility. I calI it Eure apperception, 
to distinguish it from empirical apperception, or, again, 
original apperception, because it is that self-conscious­
ness which., while generating the representation fir think" 
(a representation which must be capable of accompanying 
all other representations, and which in all conscious­
ness 1s one and the same), cannot itself be accompanied 
by any further representation. The unity of this apper­
ception I likewise entitle the transcendental unity of 
self-consciousness, in order to indicate the possibility 
of a priori knowledge arising from it.8 

Allowance being made for the different analytic strategies of 

Peirce and Kant, the two passages are sufficiently similar 

to indicate the kinship between the notion of the interpret­

ant and the Kantian HI think.tI 

Now Kant d.istingulshes between a transcendental 

(pure) apperception and an empirical apperception .. Is 

there a correlative distinction in Peirce? I believe that 

there is, viz. the distinction between interpretation and 

the interpretant. As I pointed out earlier in this study 

(Chapter II), the generic relation can alternatively be 

BCritigue of Pure Reason, B13lf. 



120 

regarded as signif1cation (representation), objectifica­

t1on, or interpretation; depending upon which of the three 

terms of the triadic relation one chooses to stress. Inter­

pretationis~thus the generic relation itself, and I suggest 

that it corresponds to Kant's transcendental apperception: 

it 1s the transcendental flI think lt which accompanies every 

cognition. The interpretant, on the other hand, is the 

quality or form which, in some given context, is function­

ing as third term of the generiC relation. Considered in 

this relation, it might be said to be interpretation rend­

ered materially specificj it Is, in other wordS, ~ inter­

pretation. I suggest that the interpretant corresponds 

to Kant's empirical apperception: it 1s the empirical "r· 

thinktr which accompanies every cogniti'on. 

It will be recalled that, in Chapter III, the 

distinction between logica docens and logica utens was 

discussed. The former, as theoretical logie, 1s concerned 

with logical or formal leading prinCiples of inference. 

If it 1s true that the generiC semiotic relation is iden­

tical with the generic principle of inference, then logica 

docens ought to be simply the development of the implica­

tions of this relation. On the other hand, a logica utens 

consists of those material leading principles which one 

accepts and utilizes in inference. This strongly suggests 

that the notion of a material leading principle and the 

notion of an lnterpretant -- a materially specific inter-

pretation are identical. In order to See how this could 
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be so, consider Kant's definition of a syllogism (Vernunft­

schlUsse) as "das Erkenntniss der Nothwendigkeit eines 

Satzes durch die Subsumtlon seiner Bedingung unter eine 

gegebene allgemeine Regel. u9 Peirce himself adopts this 

way of regarding the syllogism, for certain purposes, and 

calls the major premiss the rule, the minor premiss the 

case, and the conclusion the result. (2.479) The rule 

would, of course, be the material leading principle of 

the argument. (Or, to be precise, the propOSition which 

would be the major premiss is here treated as a material 

leading principle instead.) Now the material leading prin­

ciple says, in effect: rtp represents whatever it is that 

M represents," where P is the major or predicate term and 

Mis the middle or interpretant term of the argument. 

Compare this with Peirce's definition of the interpretant 

as "a mediating representation which represents the relate 

to be a representation of the same correlate which this 

mediating representation itself represents. u (1.553) 

Clearly, the interpretant and the material leading prin­

ciple have the same logical function. 

There is a prima facie difficulty here, however, 

in that the material leading prinCiple mentions the middle 

term l'lhereas the interpretant is the middle term. But 

let us recall that an interpretant is such in virtue of the 

role it plays. Just as an interpreter, in the ordinary 

90esammelte Schriften, Vol. 9, p. 120 (section 57 
of the .Logik)" 
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sense, implicitly represents himself to be such when he 

interprets, so also the interpretant in virtue of its 

contextual position in the argument -- represents itself 

to be such when it interprets. Or perhaps the point could 

be put more felicitously by saying that what is exhibited 

when the argument is put in the Barbara form is said when 

it is put ,in the rule-ease-result or material prlncipl.e 

form. Since the same argument is representable in either 

form, the lnterpretant and the material leading principle 

are in that sense equivalent. rr'his enables us to see" in 

an exact way, how a concept can be a rule (Viz. a rule of 

inference), and marks a further point of, similarity be-
10 

tween Peirce's and Kant's transcendental analysis. 

Now the last logical step in predication, the 

reference to the interpretant, yields the empirical object 

as such (i.e. istlnally constitutive of objectification). 

I take it that this 1s parallel to the point which Kant 

makes in the first edition transcendental deduction when 

he identifies the pure concept of the object as such with, 

the unity of consciousness. ll Roughly speaking, there is 

IORobert Paul Wolff has made effective use of the 
notion of a concept as a rule in his analysis of Kant IS 

transcendental analytic. The distinction Wolff makes be­
tween first and second order rules, and the correlation 
of this with the distinction between empirical and pure 
concepts, would clearly correlate again with the distinc­
tion between logical and material leading principles in 
Peirce. Kant's Theory of Mental Activity (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1963), p. 124 

IlCritigue of Pure Reason, AI09f • 

..... 
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no reference to an object unless there 1s reference to a 

conceiving subject: objectivity in some sense presupposes 

subjectivity. This is what Peirce says in the quotation 

from the "New List" (1.554) at the beginning of this sec­

tion. The necessity for the reference to the interpretant 

has already been discussed, of course, but it may not be 

clear why the interpretant should be identified with the 

notion of the subjective. Although I cannot give an ade­

quate account of this, a few remarks indtcatlng :the direc­

tion of Peirce's thought here, may be helpful. 

The basic idea is, I believe, that which I touched 

upon' in passing in Chapter III, viz. that it is through 

the experience of error and ignorance that we come to rec­

ognize the distinction between what we think to be the case 

and what really is the case. (5.233ff) If I err in judging 

an object then there must be something wrong in my concep­

tion of the object to which that error can be traced; for 

otherwise the error is simply incomprehensible. But the 

. chief reason for introducing the notion of mind to begin 

with was to make error intelligible. Therefore, the generic 

conception of mind ought to be such as to make error an 

intelligible phenomenon.. If, in any given case, error is 

to be made comprehensible by locating it in a faulty concep-· 

tion of the object, then there must be both a reference to 

the object and a reference to our conception of the object. 

For suppose there were only one reference (besides the pred­

icate reference); that is, suppose that the reference to 



the object and the reference to our conception of the 

object were identical. In this case, if our conception 

of the object were faulty, then either it would not be a 

conception of that object, or else that object would be 

nothing other than our conception of it. But neither 

alternative is acceptable: the first contradicts the 

antecedent explicitly, and the second implies a contra­

diotion, since if ,concept and object are identical the 

one cannot fail to be true of the other (i.e. cannot be 

faulty). There must, therefore, be two references: one 

to the object and one to the concept of it. In Peirce1s 

terms these references are, of course, the reference to 

the correlate and the reference to the interpretant. 

To111ustrate: suppose that I judge Smith to be 
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a scoundrel, and suppose that I so judge him because I 

believe that he beats his wife.. If I am wrong about Smith 

, and he is not actually a scoundrel, it must . either be be­

cause he is not in f~ct a wife-beater or else because 

being a wife-beater does not involve being a scoundrel. 

In either case" something is wrong with my conception of 

Smith. In the first case the conception of a wife-beater 

simply does not apply to Smith; in the second case this 

conception may apply to Smith, but I have a wrong concep­

tion of a wife-beater and !!!l.conceptlon does not apply 

to Smith. In neither case, therefore, does the concep­

tion which I applied to Smith truly apply. But if this 

1s 80 then what I mean by "Smithtf must include some 
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character beyond what I mean' by uwife-beat'er lf
,; for other­

wise my judgment would not be about Smith at all -- which, 

by hypothesis, it is. There must" therefore, be two inde-
~ 

• pendent references made: one to Smith as object or corre-

late, and one to a wife-beater as interpretant. 

Now the reference to Smith will be a reference 

to a form or essence} just as the reference to a wife-

beater ls. (This point w:as discussed in Chapter IV.) 

Hence, the difference between the objective reference and 

the interpretant reference is strictly contextual, i.e. the 

form which is taken as the objective referent could, in 

some other context, be taken as the interpretive referent, 

and vice versa. But this does not compromise the fact 

that, in the given judgmental context, the one is in fact 

taken as definitive of the object in question, whereas the 

other 1s in fact taken as definitive only of our concep­

tion of the object for that judgment" The essence of the 

distinction lies, therefore, in the difference between 

what, in a given context, we take as fixed and beyond 

question (as objective) and what we are willing to re­

examine and consider as possibly erroneous (as subjective). 

The interpretant 1s., thus, the ttr think" rendered materi­

ally specific: . it 1s that which I th1llk or conceive or 

suppose the object to be, in the sense just explained. 

The transcendental ttI think," on the other hand, 

is the generiC act of mind discussed in Chapter IV. But 

unlike the empirical til think" or interpretant, the tran­

scendental ·"r thlnk u cannot be wrong -- for it is the 



6 

126 

very form of validity itself. This produces something of 

a paradox. We began by hypothesizing mind as something 

which would account for the phenomenon of error. This 

meant that mind must be regarded as having the form of a 

claim, i.e. as being something essentially capable of being 

ill-founded or mistaken. The analysis of the notion of a 

cognitive claim in general took the form of an analysis 

of predication in general, and the latter then turned out 

to be essentially an inference. The generic conception 

of mind arrived at was thus the generic form "of.' inference. 

But this form defines validity in a generic way. Thus, 

in order to account for error we de.velop an account of 
• :'f 

mind under which the latter is essentially valid. Peirce 

himself was perf.'ectly aware of the prima facie difficulty 

here, needless to say; for, after contending that we must 

"reduce all mental action to the formula of valid reason-

ingtt (5.267), he then goes on to argue that, even though 

there ~ fallacies, uin every fallacy • possible to 

the mind of man, the procedure of the mind conforms to the 

formula of valid inference." (5. 282) It is clearly of the 

utmost importance that he be able to make good this claim, 

but I have not so far been able to follow his argument 

there well enough to warrant discussing it here. It should 

be noted, however, that he certainly held to this claim as 

late as 1903 (cf. 5.192), and this in itself gives a strong 

indication that the theory of mind which we have been dis-

cussing here underwent no radical changes in his later work. 
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It should also be noted that this is es~entially the same 

problem which Kant raises in his Logic, when he says: 

It 1s easy to see how truth 1s possible, since 
in it the understanding acts according to its own 
essential laws .. 

But how error is possible in the formal sense 
of the word, that is, how a form of thought inconsistent 
with the understanding is possible; this is hard to com­
prehend; as indeed in general we cannot comprehend how 
any faculty can deviate from its own essential laws. 12 

Kant's solution there (if it is a solution) is to say that 

lithe origin of all error must be sought solely in the un­

observed influence of the sensibility on the understanding, 
- 13 

or, to speak more exactly, on the judgment." I find no 

real clarification in Kant's further remarks on this, how­

ever. And, in any case, Kant's distinction between sensi-

bility and understanding cannot be carried over into the 

context of Peirce'S thought without serious modification" 

It seems best" therefore, simply to note the problem, mark 

its importance, and say no more here. 

c. The definition of a sign 

Scattered throughout the Collected Papers and the 

letters to Lady Welby can be found a number of passages in 

which Peirce gives a brief definition, semi-definition., or 

characterization of a sign as such. No two of these formu­

lations are exactly alike, and none of them are really 

intelligible apart from considerations of the sort which 

l2Abbot's translation, p. 44, italics omitted. 

l3Ib1d ., italics omitted. 



have been discussed in this and the previous chapter. 

Nor are these considerations enough, for several of these 

passages raise problems of interpretation which I have so 

far been unable wholly to resolve. 14 However, most of 

them have proven to be quite intelligible in terms of the 

generic relation as I have interpreted it here, anq I 
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should like' to discuss some of these in the next few pages. 

It might be helpful to indicate in advance some pOints 

which should be borne in mind in understanding these defi­

nitions. The points are more or less implicit in what 

has already been said, though this may not be immediately 

apparent. (1) A sign acts as a proxy or vicar for the 

object, i.e .. the operation of a sign is actually the oper­

ation of the object throtighor by means 

course, this polnt can and S~~~ld 

loglc~l action of an object is always the action of a 

Sign. But I think it helps to catch the special flavor 

of Peirce's thought to think of this in both ways. (2) 

The mode of logical not phYSical -- action of an object, 

and hence the mode of action of a Sign, is by flnal 

l4In particular, I have found paragraph 1.339 
especially difficult. The paragraph is too long to quote 
here, but in case the reader wishes to refer to it, I 
might remark that the chief diffl.culties I find there are 
in (a) the reference to three sorts of infinite regreSSions, 
(b) the distinction between meaning and interpreta.nt, and 
(c) the question of how the word "object!! is being used. 
Before referring to this passage, however, the rest of the 
present section should be read in order to see the line of 
approach I am taking. 



9 causation. (3) Final causation is logical causation. l5 

Logical causation is expressed by the word "deterrnine~,ff 

but the latter is to be understood in that special sense 
'\. 

in which a predicate is said to determine the subject of 
16 which it is predicated. (4) The logical order 1s not 

129 

to be confused with the temporal order -- an easy confusion 

when a word as philosophically l,oaded as Ifdetermines it is 

involved. (5) A distinction has to be noted bet~reen two 

,senses of the word "object." We have already noted this 

distinction, though not in so many words. The following 

passages from Peirce will indicate what is meant: 

'. ~ .we have to distinguish the Immediate Object, 
which is the Object as the Sign itself representf? it, 
and whose Being is thus dependent upon the Represen­
tation of it in the Sign, from the Dynamical Object, 

15See 1.250 where final causation is identified 
with logical causation. Peirce has many discussions of 
final causation, but three passages which are especially 
pertinent t'o the logical operation ot: the object are: 
2.713, 6.67, 6.101. 

16peirce explains this sense of ffdetermines" in 
a reply to W. T. Harris on another topic: Ifr suspect that 

, there must be some misunderstanding between us of the 
meaning of the various terms cognate with 'determined. t 

Perhaps, therefore, I shall do well to state more fully 
than I did before, the manner in which I understand Hegel 
,( in common with all other logicians) to use them. • .. • 
In general, they mean Ifixed to be this (or thus), in 
contradistinction to being this, that, or the other (or 
in Some way or other) .. t When it is a concept or term} 
such as is expressed by a concrete noun or adjective 
which is said to be more determinate than another, the 
sense sometimes is that the logical extension of the 
t:ormer concept or term is a part and only a part of that 
of the latter; but more usually the sense is that the logi­
cal comprehension of the latter is a part and only a part 
of that of the former .. " (6.625) The asswnption that, for 
Pe~rce, logical causation is always expressed by this 
sense ot: the word "determines" is my own hypothesis here. 



which is the Reality which by some means contrives to 
determine the Sign to its Represen~ation. (4.536) 

1,30 

As to the Object, that may mean the Object as 
cognized in the Sign and therefore, a~ Idea, or it may 
be the Object 'a,s it is regardless '0£- any particular' 
aspect of it, the Obje'ct i'n ·such relations as unlimited 
and final study would show it to bes The ,former I call 
the Immediate Object, the latter the Dynamical Object. 
(8.l83) .. 

ffDynamical object" is clearly Peirce's later word for "sub­

stance," the reality which manifests itself through repre­

sentation. The immediate object, on the other hand, is 

the substance or reality as it is to be in a 

given cognition. 

With these paints in mind, let us examine some of 

Peirce's characterizations of a Sign, beginning with the 

following very late formulation (c. 1909): 

••• ,a sign endeavours to represent, in part at le~t, 
an Object, which is therefore in a sense, the cause, or 
determinant, of the sign even if the sign represents 
its object falsely. But to say that it represents its 
Object implies that it affects a mind, and so affects 
ltas, in some respect, to determine in that mind 
something that is mediately due to the Object. That 
determination of which the immediate cause, or deter­
minant, is the Sign, and of which the mediate cause is 
the Object may be termed the Interpretant ...... (6.347) 

I think it is clear that the word Hobject U is used here 

in the sense of tfdynamical object" or substance. Let us 

pass over for the moment the question of the sense in Which 

the object is cause or deter.minant of the sign and note 

instead that the representation of the object by the sign 

implies a determination of the interpretant, which 1s here 

equated with "affecting a mind. If Now I should like to 

urge strongly that the notiort·' .. ,of the determination of the 

_. ': :;;' : : ~ ) ,I 



lnterpretant 1s to be taken as an explication of the 

notion of affecting a mind, and not vice versa. To sup­

pose the contrary -- i.e. to import some independent 

notion of "mind" or "affects" with which one may happen 
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to feel more at home -- would be to subvert Peirce's 

analysis. Peirce's theory of Sign-interpretation mayor 

may not be adequate, but it is his attempt to explicate 

the concept of mind and the intent has to be respected if 

it is to be understood. As to the sense in which the Sign 

determines the interpretant, it determines it as predi-

cate of a subject. That it does so can be seen in the major 

premiss of the Barbara form for the judgment-inference, 

where the major term (predicate or Sign term) is predicated 

of the middle term (In.terpretant term). The idea here is 

that., in a judgment, I conceive or interpret the object in 

,a certain way, and the effect of the judgment is to deter-

mine whatever conception I utilize there. Thus Smith, the 

supposed wife-beater, is as such determined to be a scoun­

drel; the stove, supposedly an Ajax, is as such determined 

to be black. Note that we do not accuratelY descr1be the 

judgmental claim by saying that it determined that Smi"th 

1s a scoundrel,or that it is determined that the stove is 

black, for that would imply that the judgment is correct" 

But Smith, insofar as he is a wife-beater" is a scoundrel 

(or so the claim goes), and the stove, insofar as it is 

an Ajax, is black (or so the claim goes). 

Let us consider another definition, similar to the 
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one above: 

I define a ~ as anything which on the one hand is 
so determined by an Object and on the other hand so 
determines an idea in a personts mind, that this latter 
determination, which I term the Interpretant of the 
Sign4~ is thereby mediately determined by that Object. 
(8.3 3, cf. 4.531, 8.177, LW 29) 

This only brings out the more clearly the; point which we 

passed over above, viz. that the object (substance) deter­

mines the sign. Now I think it should be assumed that 

"determines" is used unequivocally here, i.e. that the 

sense in which the object determines the sign is the same 

sense in which the s.1gn determines the interpretant. This 

implies that the sign is determined by another sign, i.e., 

that the sign is itself an lnterpretant vis-a-vis some 

other sign. I take it that thi~ is Peirce's way of saying 

that every sign 1s pot,entlally an 1nterpr'etant sign. The 

" sign or predicate term of the judgment is, after all, 

simply a further conception of the object, which is assim­

ilated into our logically antecedent conception of the 

object through the judgment. It thereby becomes a part 

·of our interpretive base for any further transactions with 

the object. The same will hold true for any further sign 

or manifestation of the object, and so on (potentially) 

ad infinitum. The fact that every sign is in 'this sense 

an interpretant also indicates why Peirce says in the quote 

from 6 .. 347 that it can represent its object falsely. 

The, following is perhaps not intended strictly as 

a definition, but it brings out a further point: 

• .. .. representation necessarily involves a genuine 
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triad. For it involves a sign, or representamen, of 
some kind, outward or inward, mediating between,an 
object and an interpreting thought (1.480, cf. 8'.332) 

This emphasizes the mediating function of a sign as between 

the~ object (substance) and the interpretant" Note that 

this 1s not the same sort of mediatlngfunction which the 

Interpretant has. The latter mediates in the sense of 

being a logical middle term between the subject and predi­

cate term of the judgment. The Sign, however, might be 

said to have an ontologically mediating function as vicar 

for the object to the mind. This way of putting the matter 

may soundsllspect, but it is not inappropriate to Peircets 

point of view. (It will be recalled that the analysis of 

representation 1s also an analysis of the concept of being.) 

In any case, the logical tfcash-value u of this has already 

been indicated above in discussing the sense in which 'the 

'Sign_17 object determines the . All that needs to be stressed 

here is that the sigri 1s always only a sign, in the sense 

that it is never fully adequate to the object, i.e. the 

sign is always (potentially) an interpretant vis-a-vis 

some further sign of the object. 

Let us consider a.l1other definition: 

A Sign is anything which is related 'to a Second thing, 
its Object, in respect to a Quality, in such a way as 
to bring a Third th~ngJ its Interpretant, into relation 
to the same Object, and that in such a way as to bring 
a Fourth into relation to that Object in the same form, 
ad infinitum" If the series is broken off, the Sign, 

l7The point is that the dynamical object or sub­
stance is not a Ding an sich mysteriously operating behind 
the scenes. The notion of the object is the notion of the 
potential, such as was discussed above-.-
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in so far, falls short of the perfect significant 
character. It is not necessary that the Interpretant 
should actually exist. A being in futuro will suffice. 
(2.92, cf. 8.332) 

One of the pOints of special interest here is the state­

ment that the' interpretant is brought into the same rela­

tion to the object which the sign has to the object. This 

1s displayed in the expansion of the judgment liS 1s pI! into 

the inference "s is Mj M is P; hence S is p.1I In the minor 

. premiss the Interpretant or middle 1s predicated of the sub­

ject just as the sign term is predicated of the subject in 

the unanalyzed judgment. But liS is Mrr 1s itself a judgmentJl 

potentially expandable into Us is MI; M' is Mj hence S is 

Mil, and so on ad infinitum. The point that the Interpretant 

does not have to be actual is the point discussed in Chap­

ter III, viz. that there is no general logical obligation 

to evaluate, and hence to expand into explicit inferences, 

all or any of our judgments. 

Another interesting point in thisdefinitlon is 

the statement that the sign falls short of ita perfect 

(i.e. complete) signi:ricant character if the interpretation 

is broken off at some point. Consider, for example,the 

complex Sign constituted by Brahe's data on the relative 

positions of the planets in .the solar system .. Kepler I s 

theory, as interpretant of that data, is only a small 

part of the interpretation that ~ gives signi:ficance 

to it (and to similar data that have been gathered since) .. 

If all astronomical speculation had ceased with Kepler, 

then that complex sign (or any part of it) would have 
.... , 

I 
I 
I 
I 



"fallen short of the perfect Significant character. u 

That is, what those data meant would only have been par­

tially realized. In general, what a sign "means is tithe 
~ 

13.5 

conception which it conveys.!! (5.255, cf. 5.310) That is, 
18 

the meaning is the interpretant conception. Signs get 

their meaning through interpretation. Data get their 

meaning through being explained by a theory, even if the 

theory be only a commonsense notion or a superstition. 

The following definition is similar to the one 

above; but·a variation in phrasing raises a problem of 

interpretation not so far discussed: 

A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in 
such a genuine triadic relation to a Second, called 
its Object, as to be capable of determining a Third, 
called its Interpretant, to assume the same triadic 
relation to its Object in which it stands itself to 
the same Object .. (2.274, cf. 1.540f, 2.242, 2 .. 303) 

The problem here concerns the.fact that the sign is said 

18Th1s is giving short shrift -- too short -- to 
the question of what Peirce means by flmeaning.lI I discuss 
this a little further in Chapter VII, though not exten­
sively. I might say, though, that a satisfactory account 
of what Peirce means by Ilmeaning'l will not be gotten by 
discovering an absolutely definitive textual reference, 
but by understanding the structure of Peirce's sign theory 
generally.. Once that 1s understood there will really be 
nothing more to be understood about what Peirce means by 
umeaning" II However, one point should be noted which I am 
not commenting upon in the text above because it leads into 
areas beyond the scope of this study, viz. that the mean­
ing of a sign is the true interpretation of it. It i~r 
clear that this would have to be so, for otherwise one 
could not account for mis-interpretations.. ltloreover, the 
fact that Peirce says that it is the ultimate logical inter­
pretant which is the meaning of a sign (5.494), indicates 
that he was perfectly aware of this. For the ultimate 
logical interpretant is surely none other than that (ideal) 
ultimate or final opinion which is supposedly definitive 
of the truth. 
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to determine the interpretant to the triadic relation. 

The sense in which it brings it into that relation has 

been discussed; the problem 11es in whether the word 

"determines II 1s being used here in ': ;~ome other or looser 

sense than that -which I have suggested. There is no need 

to suppose that it is. For the notion of determination 

is the notion of predication, and the analysis of predi-

-cation reveals that when a predicate, P, is predicated of 

- a subject~ S, this is always via an Interpretant or medi-

"ating predicate, M, which is predicated of that subject, S. 

That 1s to say, P is not predicated of M absolutely, but 

only insofar as M is in turn predicated of S. In terms of 

_ determination: P determines M insofar -as M determines S, 

i.e. P determines MIs determination of S. This is putting 

the matter rather formalistically. However, I think it 

1s iinportant to see how these definitions can be read in 

-this way; for otherwise Peirce's use of such notoriously 

obscure words as Hdetermlnes" is drained of all preciSion, 

and I think we should assume that Peirce himself had pre­

cise ideas in mind here. It may be helpful, though, to 

indicate how some meat might be put on these bare logical 

1 ' 

-bones. Let us consider again our standard example. Brahe1s 

data are- supposed to be true of (are -predicated of) the 

solar system. Prior to Kepler they are considered to be 

true of it under one aspect or conception, after Kepler 

under another. But they are always predicated of it under 

some conception. Now, according to Peircels analysis J the 

\ 
; . ( 



actual structure of the predicatIon is that the data are 

predicated of the interpretant conc~5ptlon or theory" and 

the theory 1s in turn predicated of the Object. 19 But 

suppose tl1at the theory should turnout to be untenable" 

The data would not thereby be rendered untenable, for 

they were predicated of the theory only insofar as the 

theory was predicated of the _~~~"~ct (the solar system). 

And, on the other hand, the 'theory 1s not ,predicated of 

1.37 

the solar system except insofar as some data are predicated 

of it ~ predicate of the solar system. In general, the 

interpretant depends upon the Sign as much as the sign 

depends upon the interpretant': wlthout.theory the data 

have ho meaning; without' data the theory has no, basis for 

reference. The sign determines the interpretant, but it 

determines it as a determination of the object; the inter­

pretant as 'such is determined to the object only insofar 

as it is itself determined by a sign.. This I take to be 

the sense in which the sign determines the interpretant to 

the same relation which it itself has to the object. 

These comments will indicate the line of approach 

which one would take in interpreting Pelrce t s sign defini­

tions, provided any merit is seen in the interpretation of 

t!ie generic Sign relation which I have offered here. No 

more than an indication is intended. One profitable way of 

19T6at is~ the object term. The object term is, of 
course, simply another form which, if brought into ques­
tion, would turn out to be a predicate of a further form, 
and soon ad infinitum. 
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developing this lineaf approach would be to bring to bear 

some of the sophisticated analytic terms and distinctions 

which have been developen in recent years in philosophy of 

sCience J making· use of authentic scientific examples rather 

than crudeover-simpllfications such as those above. And 

it is not impossible that, if Peirce's approach were taken 

. seriously and not patronized as a remarkable but primitive 

anticipation of this and that current doctrine, the philos­

ophy of science could thereby acquire something to 

profit as well. 
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