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


"The Fixation of Belief”* 
I. Analysis

A. Opening Remarks

· Peirce begins by stating that contrary to traditional views, powers of reasoning and logic are not easily acquired; nor are they equally well distributed amongst people.

· we draw inferences on the basis of known relations, and these relations must be learned in experience.

· in learning these, we must manipulate real things, not words and fancies.

· validity has nothing to do with feeling compelled to accept the conclusion.

· compare to  Husserl on "psychologism" in his Logical Investigations
· the true test of the validity of any inference is in the facts—would the inference lead to truth?

· reasoning as moving from the known to the previously unknown (see Santas’ dissertation on rationality)

· the aim of logic, then, is to give us a set of guiding principle that will generally help us infer the truth.

B. Doubt, Belief, and Inquiry
· reasoning concerns doubt and belief, and how to move from one to the other; accordingly, Peirce aims to distinguish between the two:

1) they feel different;

2) beliefs guide desires and actions, whereas doubts do not;

3) doubt brings uneasiness and dissatisfaction, belief brings comfort.

· when we doubt, we strive to believe: this is where inquiry comes in:

· inquiry = the struggle to fix belief

· the sole object of inquiry, then, is to settle opinion-- to achieve true opinion, so it follows that:

1) without a living doubt already existing, inquiry is pointless;

2) demonstrations need not rest on absolutes-- they need only rest on premises themselves undoubted;

3) the point of reasoning (philosophizing) is not to prove something that everyone already believes.

C. The Method of Tenacity (Subjectivism)

· Peirce now considers various methods of fixing belief; the first one is that of tenacity:

· to settle belief, choose the answer you prefer, and repeat it to yourself often enough so as to have it ingrained

· and if someone offers an alternative view, don't listen!

· the advantages of this method are worth noting:

1) you will have the comfort of not being in a state of doubt;

· the cheap pleasure (read p. 12)

2) you won't waste precious time in deciding what to believe.

· but, alas, there are limitations:

1) "flying into the teeth of the facts"

· fire can't burn me!

2) it's antisocial: what happens when we run into someone else who disagrees?

· we need to fix belief for the community, lest we turn into hermits;

· tenacity provides for no common ground.

D. The Method of Authority (Cultural Relativism)
· the second method is that of authority:

· to settle belief, let society (the state) decide which opinions are true or false;

· if anyone diverges from the received view (politics, religion, etc.), then let them be converted or condemned;

· if their numbers are too great, effect a purge, and keep future generations ignorant.

· Examples: Catholicism and the inquisition, Stalinism in USSR, McCarthyism in USA

· there are advantages to this method over that of tenacity:

1) it's social in nature;

2) it's more successful at warding off doubt.

· "for the mass of mankind, there is perhaps no better method than this" (p. 14).

· but there are limitations:

1) it's hard to control all of everyone's thoughts all of the time (putting 2 and 2 together);

2) what happens when we run into a society with a different set of beliefs?

E. The A Priori Method
· the third method is that of the a priori
· to settle beliefs, let us discuss the matter with ourselves and pick the view that is the most "agreeable to reason"
· determine which proposition makes the most sense-- the one we are most inclined to believe

· e.g., God couldn't be a deceiver

· this method has advantages over that of authority:

1) it's more intellectual, less cruel;

2) it's comfortable since we all believe as we're inclined;

3) if nothing else is available, this is the method to use

· mental testing in lieu of physical testing (compare to James, WB)

· but it too has limitations:

1) it makes inquiry like the development of taste, fashion;

2) what's incontrovertibly true today may be false tomorrow.

· e.g., Kant and Euclid's 5th postulate, “all swans are white”
F. The Method of Science
· the last method discussed is that of science:

· to settle belief, seek out "Real" things, those that occur independently of any of our opinions or fancies

· consider not whether you want to believe, or whether society prefers us to believe, or what seems to make the most sense;

· rather, consider whether we run into this fact even when we aren't looking for it.

· sensation and the laws of perception will help a community of inquirers find the truth

· the advantage, according to Peirce, is this:

· it is the only enduring source of truth, and hence the best way to settle opinion.

· Peirce ends on this note:

"[W]hat is more wholesome than any particular belief is integrity of belief, and to avoid looking into the support of any belief from a fear that it may turn out rotten is quite as immoral as it is disadvantageous."

II. Focus on Scientific Method
A. Peirce's Goal

· as you might have guessed, the goal of this paper (and much of Peirce's work) was to advance the method of science as the most suitable method of inquiry in all areas of study.

· John Dewey will later make a big deal out of this

· the only other method that Peirce had any use for whatsoever is the a priori, and this was to be used only when nothing else was available, keeping in mind that it too is fallible.

· being as thoroughly grounded in experimental science as he was, he held the following assumptions:

1) there is a Reality to be found, and individuals can come into contact with it

2) the method of scientific experiment is the best means of determining the nature of reality

B. The Social Character of Science

· I shall focus on the second point and explain why science held such promise to Peirce and other pragmatists.

· recall Peirce's contention that inquiry is a social endeavor: the method of science for them is the only truly social method of inquiry:

· if there are real things independent of any one individual, then anyone can come into contact with them.

· note that all scientific hypotheses are supported by formal experiments that are public in nature;

· that is, all experiments are conducted in such a way that the conditions under which the results are achieved are carefully stipulated;

· that is, the community of inquirers are always informed as to how the results can be repeated.

· this, more than anything else, makes science socially legitimate.

C. Origins vs. Destinations

· the Pragmatists distinguished between two types of testing a hypothesis:

1) by origins: consider the (a priori) reasoning presented in its behalf;

2) by destinations: consider the (real) consequences of adopting the hypothesis.

· (1) is mental testing, considering whether the view makes logical sense, and (2) is physical testing, considering what will ultimately happen if we act on such a view.

· although (1) can do a lot of work, (2) must be the ultimate court of appeal.

· so, no matter how strong we feel, no matter what seems to make the most sense, we'll never know until we try it out.

· we are thereby committed to fallibilism, as we can never be sure what the world will bring to our doorstep.
* Page references are from Justice Buchler's Philosophical Writings of Peirce (New York: Dover, 1955)





