
Ari Santas' Notes on C.S. Peirce's


"The Scientific Attitude and Fallibilism"
*Page references are from Justice Buchler's Philosophical Writings of Peirce (New York: Dover, 1955)
A. The Scientific Man
-Peirce begins by indicating three types of men:

1) the artistic man-- he for whom the chief thing is the qualities of feeling (corresponds to 1stness);

2) the practical man-- he for whom power and business is paramount (corresponds to 2ndness);

3) the scientific man-- he for whom reason is paramount, for whom the world is a mystery to be solved (corresponds to 3rdness).

-a scientific man pursues knowledge for its own sake, never inquiring with an axe to grind;

-such a man is honest, not seeking gain from his discoveries;

-he's never concerned with any particular application of his work (worthless things are just as interesting as diamonds).

-lastly, he's imaginative, always guessing in an effort to explain recalcitrant phenomena (cf abduction later on).

B. Morality and Science
-though a scientist is supposed to possess all these virtuous characteristics, it is important that he is not overly constrained by morality.

-this claim sounds outrageous on its face so Peirce explains:

-first of all, morality is eminently necessary in that it prescribes right conduct;

-but morality, in performing this function, limits the actions of the members of society in every aspect of life.

-thus morality is essentially conservative, and conservatism in morals inevitably leads to conservatism about opinions of a speculative kind. 

-academic conservatism (p. 45)

-but science, to be honest and single-minded in the pursuit of truth, must not be constrained by fear of shocking established norms.

-science, then, must never be subordinated to morals, for whenever it is, reason gets perverted into rationalization.

-science must be pursued as if it were an end-in-itself.

C. The Evolution of Science
-Peirce uses organic evolution as a paradigm for interpreting the development of science.

-he considers science as developing in a Darwinian, Lamarckian, and Cataclysmal evolutionary point of view:

-Darwinian development: in some ways, science has proceeded by blind fortuitous increments (e.g., theories slightly change every time they are reformulated or expressed from a different perspective).

-Lamarckian development: in other ways, science has proceeded, by the conscious attempts of scientists to modify theories to conform to new phenomena.

-cataclysmal development: but the main source of scientific development is hardly as incremental-- it proceeds by leaps as a reaction to a radically new mode of investigation (e.g., the invention of the microscope).

-in these three ways, science progresses analogously to the evolution of species.

D. Fallibilism: Four Errors of Metaphysics
-the most significant of science has been the abandonment of certainty, and the insistence that one cannot refute a fact with a theory.

-if experience contradicts our predictions, don't deny the experience, revise the theory!

-science is in its infancy, so we shouldn't be surprised by recalcitrant phenomena.

-given our limitations, we must admit to our ignorance and endeavor to never "block the way of inquiry" (p. 54)

-accordingly, traditional metaphysics is guilty of 4 grave errors:

1) absolute assertions are an obstacle to truth;

2) claims of unknowability are a bar to inquiry;

3) claims to fundamental inexplicable elements of science blocks the way of inquiry;

4) claims to a final formulation of a law or truth blocks inquiry.

-there are three things, then, unattainable by reasoning: absolute certainty; absolute exactitude; absolute universality 

E. The Last Clutches of Certainty
-Peirce concludes by considering three traditional attempts at deriving absolute certainty:

1) revelation: if reasoning won't give us certainty, can we not get it from revealed truths?

-no, because (a) we can't be sure of the real source of the information; (b) we can't be sure that source has an interest in our knowing the truth; and (c) we can't be sure that we fully understand such a revealed truth.

2) apriorism: aren't there certain things that we know a priori?

-no, because we cannot know for sure that the a priori is certain (how can we, a priori?!).

3) sense data: but what about direct experience-- can't we be certain of what appears to us?

-no, because though sensations cannot be mistaken, nor can they be correct-- they just are! (remember Descartes: I cannot be wrong about having an experience, but correspondence to reality is a different matter).

-science, then, must be fallibilistic, and must therefore be perpetually revolutionary in temperament.

