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


"How to Make Our Ideas Clear"*
A. Inadequacies of the Past

· Peirce begins by lamenting the fact that our concept of clarity is so unclear!

· after all these years you'd think logic would have taken some strides

· Descartes spoke of clarity as a criterion of truth, and rendered the concept of clarity as something with which we are familiar.

· This is the 1st grade of clarity
· of course Descartes realized that our ideas must also be distinct (i.e., there's nothing unclear about them)

· Leibniz improved on the idea by developing the concept of distinctness: an idea is distinct when it can be given an abstract definition.

· this is the 2nd grade of clarity.

· Descartes failed insofar as he believed that if we can't help but conceive it to be true, it must be true (remember the dependence on God).

· Leibniz failed insofar as believed that the analysis of definitions will produce something about the world we didn't already know.

· for Peirce all this is apriorism
B. Doubt and Belief

· having treated the past, Peirce sets out to come up with a 3rd grade of clarity: 

· a pragmatic conception of clarity.

· our ideas are of signal importance insofar as they can affect our beliefs:

· example: the ruined life of a circle-squarer (p.26).

· recall what a belief is and how it relates to doubt:

· doubt is the irritating feeling that impels us to think so that we may achieve belief;

· belief is something we're aware of, that appeases the irritation of doubt, and establishes a rule of action (habit).

· having reminded us of this, Peirce sets out to show us how to clarify our conceptions so that our thinking will fix for us the proper belief.

C. A Pragmatic Criterion of Clarity

· what we must keep in mind is that the sole function of thought is to fix belief.

· accordingly, thinking functions to establish for us rules of conduct (in every facet of life).

· clear thinking, then, is thinking that establishes habits which enable us to avoid "bumping into things" (i.e., it reports the truth).

· given the practical nature of thinking, clear thinking for Peirce is this (the 3rd grade of clarity):
· "Consider what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have."
· in other words an idea is perfectly clear to us if and only if we are familiar with all of the possible effects of the object in question.

D. Examples of Ideas Clarified

· Peirce illustrates with some examples:

· hardness: something that will not be easily scratched 

· the diamond: is it hard if nothing touches it? (See p. 32)

· weight: tending to fall in the absence of opposing force(s) (see p. 33).

· this brings up force 

· force: continuous (non-discrete) change in velocity and direction (i.e., acceleration) (see pp. 33-6)

· reality: objects represented by true opinions, that is, those that are ultimately fated to be agreed upon by all inquirers (see pp. 36-8)

· all these definitions abstractly define the idea in terms of conceivable effects of the object represented.

E. Objections and Replies to "Pragmatic Reality"

· Peirce's pragmatic conception of reality raises some questions that he addresses:
· objection #1: such a definition of reality makes reality dependent on us, which contradicts the independence requirement.

· reply: reality is independent of what you and I think, but not of thought in general (see pp. 38-9)

· objection #2: what about those things that are inaccessible to us, like lost books and buried treasures?

· reply: if the question has clear meaning (as outlined above), then it would be solved with long enough investigation.

· objection #3: why is it, if you are so practical, that you even consider such remote possibilities of knowledge?

· reply: because you never know what consequences for life a new item of knowledge will have.

* Page references are from Justice Buchler's Philosophical Writings of Peirce (New York: Dover, 1955)








