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Introduction 

In the words of Charles Sanders Peirce, "The man who puts 
pen to paper to produce anything like a treatise should, for his 
readers' sake, and for his own, begin by defining what his book 
is intended to tell" (CN, vol. 2, 277; 1900). Indeed, it is nothing - 
less than "the primary rule of the ethics of rhetoric that every ---- 
prose composition should begin by informing .-_- the reader what 

__.._- - 

its aim is. with sufficient  recision to enable him to decide 
whcther to read it or not. 1; the title can do this, all the better" 
(CN, vol. 2,276). My hope is that the title of this study sufficiently 
conveys my intention. If not, let me add here that my aim is to 
present the innovative approach to the self that is implied by 
Peirce's general theory of signs. To some extent, Peirce himself 
articulated the view of the self i m ~ l i e d  in this theory: however. 

- I -_ ._____-___- I  

to a significant degree, he left  this view implicit. Even so, what 
he has writtengoints - -_--__ out ? h - i n  h h  would have 
developed his portrait of the person. In addition, there has been 
some effort on the part of several commentators to trace the direc- 
tion of  Peirce's thought in this context. 

Nonetheless, the exposition of Peirce's views regarding the 
self is no easy task. Part of the difficulty here stems from Peirce's 
style, taking this term in a broad sense to include both the way - 
he wrote and the way he thought (including, of course, the 
way he philosophized). Yet, this is only part of the difficulty; for 
what lJeirce specifically said about the self has appeared even to 
deeply sympathetic comlnentators as a largely unsatisfactory 
account. Hence. while the writings of Peirce, in general, pose a 
number of challenges for any expositor of his thought, his view 
of the self, in particular? presents difficulties of its own. Let me 
comrnent on hoth sources of difficulty, beginning with the more 
general ones. 



7'11e first of' these is the de~ls i typf  Peirce's pose.  Many 
--. . -  - ._ intelligent persons of p o d  will have experienced great d i f f i c u l ~  

. . - - -  
in readinq \.. his . writings. He himself claimed: "0ne 'o f  the most 

. . 
extreme ancl most 1arnental)le of my incapacities is my incapacity 
for linguistic expression" (MS 632, 5 4 ) .  This is, in- my esfim5- 

. . .  . 

rion, too I~arsli an assessment of his own lincguistic fjcility; he could 
write with clarity and even grace. However, he was, on prhcipI< 

. . -. - . . 
comniit'tcri ti; s~~cri~ ' i .~i! i~l~i terary elegance for scientific precision 

-- .- .. .. . . .- 

(set., e.g., .5.13). Moreover, although he insisted that all thinking 
necessarily relies upon symbols, he admitted that his own think- 
ing only infr-ecluently depended upon words (but one species of - . .. - . 
s\.mbol). In filct, in h4S 619 ("Studies in i\/%nlng"), r e z e  acknow- 
ledgeti that \,isual cIg21:ams constituted his "natural languageof 

. . -. . . - . . .. 
self-co~li~nurrion" (MS 619, 8). 

12:c acr, in efkct, an  interesting explanation of this personal 
~xopen"t\: 1\'hc11 I'eirce attempts to capture the cast of' Alfred 
Kus5rll \\:i;llilrii niinrl. Because of Wallace's disposition to express 
hitnsell'in 11l;ll)s an(\ diagrams, Peirce felt inclined to classifv hirn 
as ;I rn;~tliel~li~tical thinker. But, to think in anv manner (mathe- 

. . 

m;~tical or otlier~visc) is to participate in a process analogous to 
- . - ... _ _ . . .-.-. -- 

the gi\,e.antl-take of: conversation. Early in his career, h e  noted: 
"'ThougIlr.. sxa  Yl;.;to. is a silent speech of the soul with itself. If 

- .  . . , . .~ .  -.. -- -- -- 
tliis 1)c. ;~tl~r~ittccf in~~nerise consequences fi)lIow; quite unrecog- 
~ i i ~ c r l .  I Iwlieve, Iiitherto" (W 2: 172; 1868). 'Then, late in his life, 

, , he wrote: "It cannot ,l>e_.too often rep~ated_t_hat..all..thu.t~ght is - -. .. 
tli;tl(!guP' (Ms 283, 56 [variant]; 1905). And, in fact, he did n o t  - . -../ 

, 1iesit;ttc to I-cpeat tliis ;~ssertion -- countless . . ~  times. One  such occa- 
-.. -- 

~ i o n  \\.as ;I rt>\,ic\v o f  ;I I~iography of W,lllace. Here, he stated: 

Rlcclir;~tioli is tli;ilog~e. "I says to myself, says 1," is the vernacular '. . -. 

;~c-co~llii-o-I' it: i111tl the niost minute ancl tireless study of logic 
onl!. f01.tifics this concel~tion. The majority of men commune 
\ v i ~ h  tl~clnscl\~cs in worcls. The physicist, however, thinks of 
cslx-l:imcliti~lg. ()!'doing so~nething and awaiting the resul~.-~he 
; ~ r ~ i s t .  - - -  again, tliinks ;~l)o~!tpic.t~!!:es~,nti visual images, and largely 

. . .~ 
i l l  pic.t~~rc'd I)il.;: \,lGle thc ktusiciatl thinks ahouf. and in, tones. 

. ..-- - -- 1-.--- 

I;inall\: t h r  niatlie~n:~tician clothes his ~ thought in men-&I 
7--- .... - . . ~- -~. tli;~gl:;uns. which csllil)lt regularities and analogies of abstmTt 

li;;rn.; illlnos~ quite h-cc f'roun the feelings that would acc-om- 
~XIII!' 1-(';11 ~)crc.cl>tiorls. A pu-son who from childhoocl 11as 
l i ; ~ l ) i t ~ ~ n l l \  ~i~ntle his rcllcctions hy experimenting upon men- 
ti11 tli;~gl';~nls. \ \ . i l l  o~.clir~;~l-ily lack the readiness in conversation 
t h ; ~ t  I)clor,qs to 011c \\.lie i~l\r;iys tlio~ght in words, and will 

.. - .  . .. -- - --- - - -- 

naturally i n k  r that he lacks talent for speech when he only lacks 
practice. (CN. vol. 111, 258-59) 

Whether it be due to a lack of talent o r  a lack of practice, Peirce 
felt himself deficient in his ability to use language. In addition, 
his writings occasion enough difficulty for intelligent and 
benevolent readers to think that his sense of deficiency M ~ ~ s ,  in --- .. -. 7 

some measure, justified. 
. ... --- 

' However,Peirce . _. is far less difficult and far more accessible 
than mhtiy of hii critics maint&What riiost likely stands in the 

. __ .- -'-- 
way 'ofappreciating him is not so much his style of writing as 

2.- - -------,- . -. -- . - 

his I style of _ philosophizing. Peirce's way oFph i lGph iz ing  is at 
once i n t e n s e l y n g  ....-.-. . and currently unfashionable. Even so, -- 
it is possible that his Zstinctive . . - - - . -- c o n c e p t ~ o n T ~ ~ l o s o p h i c a l (  -----~--. 

inquiry more clearly reveals the way to a recovery of philosophy 
than any other contemporary conception. As Alfred North 
Whitehead recognized, "philosophy is not-or at least. should -. . . .. 

not ,be-a ferocious.db-ate between irritable professors" (1937, 
125). However, thisis-precisely what it still too often is.'Perhaps, . ~ . _ --_------____I_ 

if we as philosophers can move toward a Peircean ideal -. o f  
cooperatixe inq.giry, philosophy will recover-rather than 

-. ~_ ---- . - 

dec'onstruct --itself. -- N o  doubi, strong historicaEndndndcdtural fac- 
torskontribute to the individualistic and antagonistic character 
of philosophical discourse; even so, historical and u l tu r a l  forces 
also prompt .. - p h i l o s o p h t e c m e a ~ ~ ~  commumal ~ a n d '  

cooperative en..deavor. 
I noted earlier that Peirce was, in principle, committed . to . .. 

sacrificing literary elegance for scientific precision. In practice, 
this Gjeaiit that he felt the *ec&sity~i6?uin t@khb-ical terms where 
ordinary --. language ___- .. was&ly %precise. Thus, his writi~lgs are 
strewn with neoloqisms. Many of his linguistic inventions have 

,-A, 

forbidding visages. 
Peirce's need to coin new words was rooted in his concep- 

---__-.. - - 

tion of p h i l o s o p ~ a s  aasciignce. ~<wever ,  this very conception __ _.- 
is in our  time likely to pose an obstacle to an appreciation of  
Peirce's contributions, for the vie~l  ._ that . philosophy .- .- ought to aspire 
to the status of a science-is d e n  by many tohave ~e3- t~ i ; rou 'gh ly~  
e x p G d ~ d ~ ( e R ,  -.. Rorty 1979; also 1982). To make matters even more 
difficult, ~ei-rce conceived philosophy .. - to - _ _ _ d - _ _  be systematic - as wellas 
scientific; indeed, in his own mind. these were inseparable aspects 
o f z  adequate notion of philosophical inquiry. The  various 
sciences are not simply a random collection of separate pursuits; 




