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The Objective of Peirce’s Pragmatism in a Nutshell: 

- Bringing metaphysics down to earth: 

o “We must not begin by talking of pure ideas, – vagabond thoughts that tramp the public 

roads without any human habitation, – but must begin with men and their conversation.” 

(CP 8.112, 1900).  

o Philosophical concepts are to be linked with human experience and practice. 

The Pragmatic Maxim:  

- In his ‘How to Make Our Ideas Clear’ (1878), Peirce formulates his Pragmatic Maxim as follows: 

o “Consider what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the 

object of our conception to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our 

conception of the object.” 

o The Pragmatic Maxim “requires our beliefs, theories, and concepts to be linked to 

experience, practice, expectations, and consequences” (Misak 2016, p 12).  

- The Pragmatic Maxim is the third and last grade of clearness. Thus, Peirce’s pragmatism comes to 

play to make our ideas clear, as far as our human experience permits. 

o First grade of clearness: Familiarity with the concept.  

o Second grade of clearness: Explicit definition of the concept.  

o Third grade of clearness: The pragmatic maxim. 

- Peirce on the significance of having a clear idea: 

o “It is terrible to see how a single unclear idea, a single formula without meaning, lurking 

in a young man's head, will sometimes act like an obstruction of inert matter in an artery, 

hindering the nutrition of the brain, and condemning its victim to pine away in the fullness 

of his intellectual vigor and in the midst of intellectual plenty. Many a man has cherished 

for years as his hobby some vague shadow of an idea, too meaningless to be positively 

false; he has, nevertheless, passionately loved it, has made it his companion by day and by 

night, and has given to it his strength and his life, leaving all other occupations for its sake, 

and in short has lived with it and for it, until it has become, as it were, flesh of his flesh and 

bone of his bone; and then he has waked up some bright morning to find it gone, clean 

vanished away like the beautiful Melusina of the fable, and the essence of his life gone with 

it. I have myself known such a man; and who can tell how many histories of circlesquarers, 

metaphysicians, astrologers, and what not, may not be told in the old German story?” 

(Peirce 1878; emphasis added) 

▪ A quick historical note: Melusina, or Zina, was Peirce’s first wife. Peirce 

‘passionately loved’ her. But, apparently Peirce had an unclear idea about Zina. 

Peirce ‘waked up some bright morning’ in 1875 to ‘find’ Zina ‘gone’. They never 

lived together afterwards. Peirce then suffered from depression. He developed his 

pragmatic maxim three years after Zina left him. 



▪ Philosophy owes us an explanation and prescriptions for our everyday experience. 

Peirce’s Theory of Truth: 

- Peirce’s line of reasoning, I suggest, is as follows: 

o 1. In his ‘Fixation of Belief’ (1877), Peirce claims: “we think each one of our beliefs to be 

true, and, indeed, it is mere tautology to say so”. This claim implies that ‘it is true that ‘p’’ 

is equivalent to ‘p’; in which ‘p’ stands for a proposition. Thus, the term ‘true’ is redundant. 

This account of truth is now known as The Redundancy Theory of Truth. 

o 2. The redundancy account of truth implies that truth is not a property of a proposition, but 

a property of belief/judgment. Hence, the analysis of truth is to be reduced to the analysis 

of belief/judgment.  

o 3. Then, one must apply the pragmatic maxim to the concept of belief to explicate the 

concept of truth. 

o 4. The pragmatist conception of belief: a belief is a disposition to act. The content of belief 

is its causal effects on actions. This account of belief is now known as ‘the dispositional 

account of belief’.  

o 5. The second proposition above tells us that truth is a property of belief. Thus, we shall 

see what is a ‘true belief’? Employing the fourth proposition, we formulate ‘true belief’ as 

follows: A true belief is the one that leads us to successful actions. A true belief is 

indefeasible by further inquiries, experience, and reasoning.  

o 6. Truth is what the scientific community believes in the end, had we pushed the inquiry 

as far as we could. This position is known as The Convergence Theory of Truth.  

- The epistemological implications of the Convergence Theory of Truth: 

o We accumulate scientific knowledge over time. Thus, Peirce’s position sets against the 

Kuhnian type of skepticism about scientific progress. For Peirce, science does progress. 

o Inquiry is an ongoing-enterprise. No matter of the object of inquiry is in form of facts or 

value judgements.  

▪ For instance, in pragmatist legal theory of Holmes, there is no such thing as the 

ultimate human rights. We always need to refine our conception of human rights 

as we move on in our inquiry.   

o Fallibilist epistemology: no one knows what the truth is. We merely ‘hope’ that it will be 

found out in future. No quest for absolute certainty.  

- Peirce’s Convergence theory as such sets against the correspondence theory of truth advocated by 

the Apostles (including Russell, Keynes, Moore, and the early Wittgenstein) in the early twentieth 

century. 

o The convergence theory is the claim that a proposition is true if and only if there are 

corresponded facts for its content in the real world. The real world, as Kantian empiricists 

say, is mind-independent to which there is no any immediate access. Thus, for Peirce, it is 

not experienced by humans, and is to be thrown away from a pragmatist philosophy. 

o Thus, we shall not confuse Peirce’s pragmatism as a branch of Russelian analytic 

philosophy. Indeed, Peirce had a critical view about the ambitious programs of the 

Apostles. See the main ambitious programs of the Apostles in the previous handout.    

- Questions: 

o On what grounds Peirce claims that truth is not attainable at the moment, and is to be 

believed in the end?  



▪ Answer: Peirce justifies his claim by his statistical theory of induction and 

economics of science. Note that we should understand the term ‘in the end’ in the 

sense that when time goes to infinity. We will not explore this interesting aspect 

of Peirce’s philosophy, for it is irrelevant to the P4C movement. 

o On what grounds Peirce claims that truth is to be attained by the scientific community? 

▪ Answer: He justifies this part of his claim by his theory of inquiry developed in his 

‘Fixation of Belief’. Note that this amounts to the naturalist theme of Peirce’s 

pragmatism. Nonetheless, we shall see that Peirce had a broad conception of ‘the 

scientific’. 

o Okay, but why the scientific community? 

▪ Answer: Because his account of inquiry is a community-based one. He believes we 

should take into account as much as human experience as we can.    

Peirce’s Theory of Inquiry: 

- How one fixes her belief? 

o Doubt is an unease mental state. 

o Doubt prompts one to inquiry. 

o Inquiry ends once an inquirer forms a belief. 

o Thus, the inquiry starts with doubt and is to be ceased by forming a belief. 

▪ Note that the inquiry stops once the inquirer forms a belief, not a true belief. This 

notion of inquiry is embedded in Peirce’s redundancy theory of truth.  

- What are the methods for fixation of beliefs? 

o 1. Method of Tenacity: One holds to his belief steadfastly, attempting to escape from social 

impulse against his opinions.   

o 2. Method of Authority: The history tells us that it is a very effective method, even more 

effective than the method of tenacity.  

▪ Fixing beliefs through the method of authority presupposes a community. But, 

Putnam says we should be careful: “The "truth" of a Khomeiniist sect is not worthy 

of the name, according to the great pragmatists, because it is not responsive to 

anything except the will of the leader.” (Putnam 1992, p 231) 

▪ As Peirce says, we merely ‘hope’ to know the truth in future. Putnam claims that 

an authority harms our right to hope. As Putnam puts it, Kant is of the view that 

we are ‘justified’ to rely on ‘our right to hope’, but “any hypostatization of the 

particular conception of the divine… goes beyond the limits of reason and invites 

fanaticism (or, as we would say today, ‘Khomeiniism’)” (Putnam 1995, p 50)   

o 3. A Priori Method: It is more respectable that the former methods. But, it makes inquiry 

something similar to the development of taste.  

▪ In this part of the article, Peirce is implicitly criticizing Hegel, for he is of the view 

there is no element of objectivity built into Hegelian metaphysics, that is, Hegelian 

account of the reasonable belief is not connected to objective facts.   

o 4. Scientific Method  

▪ Nonetheless, Peirce has a broad conception of ‘scientific method’ 

▪ Peirce rejects fact/value dichotomy. For him, facts and values are entangled. Thus, 

ethical reasoning works as much as factual reasoning. But, reasoning is to be in 

form of what his logic suggests.  

▪ Peirce believes what he calls the abductive reasoning is one if the driving force of 

scientific inquiry. Abduction starts with unreliable hypotheses or, if you’d like, 



with some educated guesses. Remember, there is no absolute certainty in Peirce’s 

pragmatism 

- How we should fix our beliefs? 

o By scientific method, for it links our inquiry to experience. 

▪ Note that Peirce was himself a scientist. 

Peirce’s Theory of Perception and Meaning: 

- Perceptual judgments are, in part, driven by objective facts. 

o Peirce claims Hegelian account of perceptual judgment neglects the role that facts play in 

forming one’s perceptual judgments.  

o Peirce’s proves his claim by his semiotics (his notion of interpretants, in particular).  

- A similar claim holds for the concept of meaning: there is something objective about the concept 

of meaning. Nonetheless, the pragmatic maxim suggests that if we are to analyze a meaning of a 

concept or a word, we are to see how it is used in practice.  

o Note that this is pretty much similar to Wittgenstein’s later conception of meaning. 

Wittgenstein leaned this Peircean conception through his friend Ramsey.  

- G. H. Mead’s account of Social Self is inspired by Peirce’s conception of perception, meaning, and 

his semiotics. 

o We will discuss Mead’s account of social self later. 

Peirce’s Account of Mental Habits: 

- For Peirce, only part of our mental habits is educable. 

o For example, a reflexive action is habitual, but is not educable.   

- The reasonable beliefs are produced by the best mental habits. 

- Habits of mind are heavily connected to social norms and conventions.  

- If we want to have successful actions, we need to educate our mental habits. 

- Our mental habits should be sensitive to facts and experience.  

- Mental habits and forming hypothesis are linked in Peirce’s abductive reasoning.  

Some Peircean Lessons We Just Learned: 

- Do not be satisfied with definition of concepts. Clarify them by the pragmatic maxim. If you want 

to fully understand a concept, you should be able to know how to use it in practice. 

- The content of belief is what disposes us to actions. A belief which does not manifest itself in 

actions lacks content.  

- Inquiry is to be followed-up in a community. We should welcome pluralism, without falling into 

relativism. The way to keep our balance is by expanding our experience without forgetting that 

methods of inquiry and fixing beliefs are subject to be right and wrong. We should pick the best 

one, that is, the scientific method.   

- Guessing and abductive reasoning is central to our scientific inquiry. Do not be obsessed with 

having firm premises. There is no absolute certainty to look for.    

- No one knows the truth. We hope that it will be known ‘in the end’. Be humble and fallibilist.   

- Mental habits govern our behavior. The habits of mind are heavily linked with social norms and 

conventions. They are also critical in abducting reasoning.  

- Meaning of concepts and words are to be understood in virtue of how they are used. 

 


