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This essay considers selected aspects of the thought of two 
steadily rising American philosophers, the "Objectivist" and novelist 
Ayn Rand1 and the "Pragmaticist" and semiotician Charles Sanders 
Peirce.2 Using Peirce's three- fold categorical scheme as an anchor, 
our aim will be to explore how these thinkers have espoused broadly 
convergent realist metaphysics while bringing out the divergent routes 
each has taken to reach his or her stance. 

The term "realism" obviously admits of many philosophical uses. 
Peirce, as contributor (from 1889 to 1905) to the Century Dictionary , 
provided the following entry on the subject: 

Realist: 1. A logician who holds that the essences of natural 
classes have some mode of being in the real things; in this 
sense distinguished as a scholastic realist; opposed to nomi- 
nalist. 2. A philosopher who believes in the real existence of 
the external world as independent of all thought about it, or, 
at least, of the thought of any number of individuals. (Peirce 
1992, xxiv) 

These definitions speak to two very different contexts. The first 
pertains to the on tological status of "universais" (or more aptly, 
generals) and opposes realism to nominalism ; while the other pertains 
more straightforwardly to metaphysics as such and opposes realism 
to idealism . While the ontology of generals will obliquely be touched 
upon in the first section (albeit under a rather sui generis nomenclature), 
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this article will concern itself only with this last form of metaphysical 
realism. 

Our discussion will be structured around what we identify as 
Peirce's three principal arguments for realism. While we caution 
against attributing to Peirce any straightforward tenets, we believe one 
can nonetheless fruitfully distinguish three main lines of argument on 
the topic, each appealing more dominantly to one of his three 
categories of Firstness (quality), Secondness (relation) and Thirdness 
(representation). That the Peircean corpus can be so carved should 
come as no surprise. Indeed, much more so than his better-known 
doctrine of pragmatism, Peirce's categories are his most important 
contribution and form the central core of his philosophic system.3 

The fruit of an abstract logical derivation, these "phaneroscopic" 
categories seek to identify those things that must be minimally present 
if anything is to be cognized (or just be) in any way. A Peircean brand 
of phenomenological enquiry, phaneroscopy takes as its primitive 
starting point that which is present regardless of anything else, an 
object which Peirce called the phaneron. 

What I term phaneroscopy is that study which, supported by the 
direct observation of phanerons and generalizing its observa- 
tions, signalizes several very broad classes of phanerons; 
describes the features of each; shows that although they are 
so inextricably mixed together that no one can be isolated, 
yet it is manifest that their characters are quite disparate; then 
proves, beyond question, that a certain very short list com- 
prises all of these broadest categories of phanerons there are; 
and finally proceeds to the laborious and difficult task of 
enumerating the principal subdivisions of those categories. 
(Peirce 1931-1958, 1.285-86)4 

If any reductionist program be carried to its furthest extreme, Peirce 
argued, it would find that there are three basic ingredients without 
which one cannot account for all things operative in the universe. 
According to Peirce, they are qualitative possibility , brute or actual relation 
and general representation , which he christened Firstness, Secondness, 
and Thirdness respectively. Similarly, Rand held there are only three 
irreducible "axiomatic concepts" (sometimes held to be propositional 
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in form) each of which is a "primary fact of reality, which cannot be 
analyzed, i.e., reduced to other facts or broken into component parts. 
It is implicit in all facts and in all knowledge. It is the fundamentally 
given and directly perceived or experienced, which requires no proof 
or explanation, but on which all proofs and explanations rest" (Rand 
[1967] 1990, 55). According to Rand, these three irreducible ingredi- 
ents are Existence , Identity , and Consciousness (we shall employ capitals 
when referring to categories). 

In what follows, we shall endeavor to show how Rand's realism 
diverges with the Peircean argument from Thirdness (or asymptotic 
representation) but converges with his arguments from Secondness 
(brute relation) and Firstness (neutral category). 

Realism, via Asymptotic Representation 
Let us begin by examining the Peircean argument for realism 

which Rand does not share, namely that corresponding to Thirdness. 
Perhaps the better known of the three, this "Third" road to metaphys- 
ical realism can be described as a macroscopic or top-down argument 
building on the notion of representation . A hint of its tenor can be 
found in the dictionary definition quoted earlier, when Peirce adds the 
caveat that the external world is independent of its thinking subjects, 
"or, at least, of the thought of any number of individuals." This last 
stipulation points to Peirce's understanding of the real as that "which, 
at a time sufficiently future, the community will always continue to re- 
affirm" (Peirce 1992, 52). We shall return to this asymptotic thesis in 
due time. But to fully appreciate the philosophic underpinnings 
which motivate it, let us first take a closer look at the categorical role 
of Thirdness and its consequences on the very notion of an appre- 
hending agent. 

Peirce the mathematician described his categories as organized in 
a genuine triadic relation . A triad is said to be genuine when "its three 
members are bound together by it in a way that does not consist in 
any complexus of dyadic relations" (Peirce 1931-1958, 2.274). As 
their names suggest, the categories follow an ordinal structure such 
that a First can logically be without a Second (i.e., a quality need not 
react against another), but a Second cannot be without a First (i.e., a 
relation is a relation between two distinct qualities); and a Second can 
be without a Third (i.e., a relation need not be represented), but a 
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Third cannot be without a Second and, in turn, a First (i.e., a represen- 
tation necessarily involves a relation between qualities). This kind of 
ordinal division Peirce called prescission, which "consists in suppos- 
ing a state of things in which one element is present without the other, 
the one being logically possible without the other" (Peirce 1998, 270). 
However, while one can prescind one category from another in 
abstracto , one can never do so de facto' to hold one category is ipso facto 
to hold the others. "Not only does Thirdness suppose and involve 
the ideas of Secondness and Firstness, but never will it be possible to 
find any Secondness or Firstness in the phenomenon that is not 
accompanied by Thirdness" (177). This triadic binding finds its echo 
in Rand's insistence that to recognize her axiom of Existence is ipso 
facto to hold that it has Identity and that one is Conscious of this 
(Rand [1961] 1984, 124-25). 

While it is strictly speaking the last of the three basic metaphysical 
ingredients, Thirdness is not the end product of the universe perse. If 
one were to postulate that the basic categories of all things are Up, 
Down, Left and Right, this would not mean that the universe is 
populated with scattered ups, downs, lefts, and rights. Similarly, to be 
Third is to play a certain logical role. The crucial point that Peirce 
emphasized, and that gave his system its dynamism, is that whatever 
Third mediates a relation must in turn be something - it must have a 
quality in its own right. "There is . . . such a thing as the Firstness of 
Thirdness. ... To express the Firstness of Thirdness, the peculiar 
flavor or color of mediation, we have no really good word" (Peirce 
1931-1958, 5.530, 5.533). As First, a Third can thus form the basis 
of yet another triad (Peirce 1998, 273); and since Peirce conceived of 
any elementary triad as a sign, this building up of triads from triads he 
called semiosis or the action of signs (41 1). 

If we pause at this level of analysis, the Peircean mechanism of 
reintegrating the products of representation into the process of represen- 
tation finds its parallel in the Randian theoretical account of concepts. 
Rand proposes a theory of "measurement omission" {cf. Boydstun, 
2004) in which a general abstractive function of sorts is applied 
recursively to any set of objects - ideational or material - that share 
common characteristics. Describing this process of "abstraction from 
abstractions," Rand ([1967] 1990, 21-22) writes: 
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In this process [of integrating concepts into wider concepts], 
concepts serve as units and are treated epistemologically as if 
each were a single (mental) concrete - always remembering 
that metaphysically (i.e., in reality) each unit stands for an 
unlimited number of actual concretes of a certain kind. . . . 
In relation to the new concept, these distinguishing charac- 
teristics are now regarded in the same manner as the mea- 
surements of individual table-shapes were regarded in 
forming the concept "table": they are omitted. 

The schema proposed seems to follow a recursivity of a type- theo re tic 
sort: second-order abstraction does not take cognizance of the 
abstractive degree (if any) of its first-order objects. Much like in the 
Peircean account of semiosis, where representation (i.e., Thirdness) is 
subsequently apprehended or "grounded" only in its own quality 
(Firstness), in the Randian account, "[t]he distinguishing characteristic 
of the new concept is determined by the nature of the objects from 
which its constituent units are being differentiated, i.e., by their 
"Conceptual Common Denominator'" (22). A concept can therefore 
stand for perceptual concretes or other concepts, but in the latter case, 
the chain must always be capable of an atomistic reduction of sorts. 
As such, while Rand describes higher-order concepts as "further 
removed from perceptual reality" than their "constituent concepts," 
growing "progressively more complex as the level of concept- 
formation grows farther away from perceptual concretes" (22-23), 
they constitute an advance in knowledge of those denumerable 
concretes denoted. 

Nonetheless, it is on account of such recursive representation that 
Peirce and Rand's realisms eventually part ways. The crucial point 
here lies in the fact that whereas for Rand abstraction from abstrac- 
tions is strictly a mental affair, for Peirce thought is but one species of 
semiosis among others. Thirdness is simply the third element - 
whatever it may be - that acts as a medium between two others and 
in virtue of which one can intelligibly speak of those two as being in 
relation. Any such triad Peirce called a sign, ascribing to each category 
a role in signification: "A Sign, or Representam en, is a First which 
stands in such a genuine triadic relation to a Second, called its Object , 
as to be capable of determining a Third, called its Interprétant , to 

This content downloaded from 130.63.50.116 on Wed, 11 Dec 2013 21:05:07 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


24 The journal of Луп Rand Studies Vol. 8, No. 1 

assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands itself 
to the same Object" (Peirce 1931-1958, 2.274). While the nomencla- 
ture of representam en, object, and interprétant seeks to underscore 
the fact that these are abstract poles of an abstract logical relation, on 
a more intuitive macroscopic scale they could nonetheless correspond 
to what would commonly be called a sign, its referent, and the idea or 
person that binds them. 

Yet such a characterization, while correct, is incomplete and 
should be resisted. Indeed, though it requires an imaginative and 
sustained effort along lines of vision that are not habitual to our eyes, 
it must be remembered that the Third or interprétant of a semiotic 
triad or sign is not necessarily a psychological idea as we commonly 
understand it. For Peirce, a person is not a sovereign semiotic agent, 
but only one triad in a semiosic series - one more developed than 
rudimentary sense-perception but less developed than the discursive 
community into which she is inexorably immersed. Having taken 
great care to eviscerate any and all psychologism from his abstract 
model of the sign, Peirce seeks to account for all scales of signification 
through a single logical structure. In fact, only towards the end of his 
life did he reluctantly agree to incorporate the notion of a "person" in 
his semiotic theory and speak of an "interpreter" instead of his logicist 
notion of interprétant.5 

This denial of the individual mind's sovereignty6 in favor of a 
more encompassing conception of agency forms the crux of Peirce's 
argument for realism via Thirdness. Just as in semiosis Thirds are 
relegated to more primitive poles in subsequent triads, so too is an 
individual consciousness but a building block in the extended series 
of collective thought. It is well known that Peirce distinguished 
between words as general types and as particular token utterances (cf. 
Armstrong 1989, 1). On a strong realist reading (as opposed to 
nominalist), the type regulating the tokens is held to have a reality of 
its own. In his late thought, Peirce posited the outright existence of 
"collectives," which he conceived as class-attractors of sorts (e.g., 
"Mankind") greater than the sum of their "concretive" members (e.g., 
"Charlemagne") (Peirce 1998, 489; cf. Savan 1987, 28). Similarly, if 
each individual man is understood as a token, Peirce held, then there 
is a real type-like common mind or "commind" (Peirce 1998, 478) 
governing these individuals' nomological conduct. To illustrate how 
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this realist construal of generals plays into the "Third" argument from 
asymptotic representation, let us borrow from historian Louis 
Menanďs example of astronomy, where multiple observers of the 
same star only collectively come to locate its position. 

You can think of the act of measuring on the analogy of 
shooting arrows at a target. Some shots will be above the 
bull's-eye, some to the right or left, some below. But if you 
shoot enough arrows, always aiming at the center of the 
target, the misses will sort themselves out like the throws of 
a dice. . . . [Ajlthough the differences in the results are 
produced by chance (since none of the errors is deliberate), 
they nevertheless distribute themselves more or less symmet- 
rically around a mean, and this mean can be taken as the 
likeliest position of the star. (Menand 2002, 179-80) 

Prima facie , this sketch seems to allude to a social-metaphysical 
thesis of an idealist bend; if it is realism, it does appear to be realism 
via a reification of idealism. Indeed, it is difficult to reconcile this 
thesis with Peirce's insistence that "That is real which has such and 
such characters, whether anybody thinks it to have those characters 
or not" (Peirce 1998, 342). Just as is the case with Rand's ambiguous 
and/or unclear stance on the ontological status of universais,7 
Peircean scholars disagree on how to classify Peirce's general 
metaphysics on this count. For example, Savan (1983) argues that 
Peirce is a "semiotic idealist," while Short (1986) describes him as a 
"semiotic realist." No doubt recognizing the presence of the three 
Peircean roads to realism here identified, Houser points out that 
"[t]he decision to label Peirce one way or the other seems to reflect 
the relative importance one attaches to the different elements of the 
sign relation" (in Peirce 1998, xxxv). Nevertheless, an idealist reading 
of the argument from Thirdness would make Peirce one-third idealist 
(the other two roads being more overtly realist, as we shall soon see). 
However, the point that Peirce sought to emphasize in his top-down 
argument for realism is that the mean identified in this process of 
averaging out is real. 

And what do we mean by the real? It is á conception which 
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we must first have had when we discovered that there was an 
unreal, an illusion; that is, when we first corrected ourselves. 
Now the distinction for which alone this fact logically called, 
was between an ens relative to private inward determinations, 
to the negations belonging to idiosyncrasy, and an ens such as 
would stand in the long run. The real, then, is that which, 
sooner or later, information and reasoning would finally 
result in, and which is therefore independent of the vagaries 
of me and you. Thus, the very origin of the conception of 
reality shows that this conception essentially involves the 
notion of a COMMUNITY, without definite limits, and 
capable of a definite increase of knowledge. And so those two 
series of cognition - the real and the unreal - consist of those which ' at 
a time sufficiently future, the community will always continue to re- 
affirm; and of those which, under the same conditions, will ever after be 
denied . (Peirce 1992, 52; capitals in text, final emphasis added) 

It is on account of this asymptotic thesis that Rand parts ways 
with Peirce. In contrast with Peirce's overtly realist stance, Rand's 
position vis-à-vis the ontological status of universais remains the object 
of scholarly debate. Yet it is abundantly clear from her writings that 
she did not share Peirce's view on the role of communal representa- 
tion. For Rand, "the mind is an attribute of the individual. There is 
no such thing as a collective brain. There is no such thing as a 
collective thought. An agreement reached by a group of men is only 
a compromise or an average drawn upon many individual thoughts. 
It is a secondary consequence" (Rand [1961] 1984, 78-79). The 
suggestion of the real as the horizon of an averaging out of observa- 
tions would, for Rand, be a blatant case of collective subjectivism. 
There is no reason, Rand argued, why consensus would have to lead to 
progress - on the contrary, she saw consensus as the principal enemy 
of progress.8 Much as Peirce insisted on the logical primacy of certain 
notions over others via his notion of prescission, Rand's work insists 
that, in keeping with the astronomical analogy offered earlier, it is not 
the mean that pins the star position, but the individual astronomer; 
for astronomers must first look at the sky for there to be a mean. As 
Sciabarra (1995, 134) writes, "as philosophical realist, Rand empha- 
sized the primary axiom of existence. ... In a sense, existence and 
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consciousness are internally , but asymmetrically related 9 
(emphasis added). 

Realism, via Brute Relation 
Let us now examine the two other roads taken by Peirce to reach 

metaphysical realism. In contrast with the previous argument from 
the asymptotic reproduction of interprétants or Thirds, these 
somewhat less problematic arguments admit of a greater convergence 
with the Randian account. 

The realist argument from Secondness is perhaps the most 
straightforward of the three addressed in this study. If the argument 
from Thirdness was described as macroscopic or top-down, then this 
one can be thought of as the mesoscopic or sideways approach. It 
consists in highlighting the fact that we frequently have brute 
encounters with what Peirce called the "non-ego." If one can refute 
idealism (i.e., the thesis that all is mind-dependent) by arguing that 
there is something external to thought, then the proof of such an 
external thing lies in the unmediated fact of Secondness: 

The actuality of the event seems to lie in its relations to the 
universe of existents. A court may issue injunctions and 
judgments against me and I not care a snap of my fìnger for 
them. I may think them idle vapor. But when I feel the 
sheriffs hand on my shoulder, I shall begin to have a sense 
of actuality. Actuality is something brute. There is no reason 
in it. I instance putting your shoulder against a door and 
trying to force it open against an unseen, silent, and unknown 
resistance. (Peirce 1931-1958, 1.24) 

So formulated, it seems un tendentious that Rand would agree with 
this account: "Let him try to claim, when there are no victims to pay 
for it, that a rock is a house, that sand is clothing, that food will drop 
into his mouth without cause or effort, that he will collect a harvest 
tomorrow by devouring his stock seed today - and reality will wipe 
him out" (Rand [1961] 1984, 127). 

However, a potential point of divergence between Rand and 
Peirce could arise from the latter's description of such dyadic 
encounters with the "universe of existents" as involving a "two-sided 
consciousness" (Peirce 1931-1958, 1.24). For Peirce, the object in 
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Secondness is like a mask with a concave and a convex side, one 
"dynamic" (roughly, noumenal) and the other "immediate" (again 
roughly, phenomenal or intentional). These objects are always co- 
present ' one motivating the other in a dyadic relation. As Savan (1987, 
30-31) explains: "The dynamic object acts upon the sign, and the 
sign re-acts or resists the action of the dynamic object. ... In his early 
presentation of semiotic in 1867 Peirce spoke of this twinning of 
objects as that of correlate with relate ." Of this isomorphic two-sided 
consciousness, Peirce writes: "Viewing a thing from the outside, 
considering its relation of action and reaction with other things, it 
appears as matter. Viewing it from the inside, looking at its immedi- 
ate character as feeling, it appears as consciousness" (Peirce 1 931 - 
1958, 6.268). 

Since the dynamic object exterior to the ego is for all intents and 
purposes that thing in rerum natura that pushes the mask of phenome- 
non and gives it its shape, one would be tempted to reduce the dyadic 
relation to one of agent and patient, cause and effect. In such a case, 
postulating the independence of an ¿/semiotic exterior world would 
seem unproblematic. But since all apprehension of the dynamic 
object passes through the immediate object, this is a move some 
Peircean commentators see as invalid: 

As the distinction between the dynamical object and the 
immediate object is also methodological, a distinction of 
reason, it does not require an external reality. External to 
what, in any case, if one rejects idealism? There is only one 
continuous reality in which each of the two objects plays a 
particular part .... (Deledalle 2000, 46) 

Peirce himself opted for a "pansemiotic" metaphysics according to 
which all is sign (Noth 1995, 41, 81). As with the argument from 
Thirdness, this move might be construed as a concession to some 
form of idealism. Indeed, a pansemiotic view seems prima facie 
irreconcilable with realism, inasmuch as Peirce (1998, 1) defined 
idealism as "the doctrine that ideas are everything." Yet it is this same 
philosopher who argues that "[t]he one intelligible theory of the 
universe is that of objective idealism, that matter is effete mind . . ." 
(1992, 293). To make sense of these motley statements, one must 
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abandon many an accepted philosophic assumption and enter Peirce's 
own idiosyncratic conception of the real. Indeed, the rationale at 
work here lies once again with the triadic architecture of the Peircean 
categories. Just as one can prescind one category from another only 
in abstracto but never de facto , any given category implying the others, 
so the realist argument from Secondness or relation leads us necessar- 
ily to the argument from Thirdness or representation. Brute relation, 
if it were truly brute, could not be intelligible, "[f]or reality is compul- 
sive. But the compulsiveness is absolutely hie et nunc. It is for an 
instant and it is gone. . . . The reality only exists as an element of the 
regularity. And the regularity is the symbol" - in other words, a Third 
(Peirce 1998, 323). Yet, in virtue of the ordinal structure of prescis- 
sion, there is no contradiction in holding this dependence on 
representation and recognizing that brute relation can occur without 
our knowledge. In fact, criticizing Berkeley's famous thesis that "to 
be is to be perceived," Peirce (1992, 99) writes: "That an object's 
independence of our thought about it is constituted by its connection with 
experience in general, he has never conceived" (emphasis in text). If 
one makes this reading of Secondness' "two-sided consciousness," 
then there is better ground to think Rand would agree with this 
account. Randian philosopher Leonard Peikoff (1993, 149) empha- 
sizes that the axioms of Existence, Identity and Consciousness 
"cannot be sundered. There is no consciousness without existence 
and no knowledge of existence without consciousness." 

Realism, via Neutral Category 
The final road to metaphysical realism we shall examine builds on 

the notion of Firstness. If the argument from representation was 
macroscopic or top-down and the argument from relation mesoscopic 
or sideways, then the argument from quality can be described as 
microscopic or bottom-up. Even more so than was the case with 
Secondness, we find here a profound philosophic convergence 
between the thought of Rand and Peirce. Like its two sister species, 
the realist argument from neutral category seeks to reconsider its 
metaphysical repertoire so as to uproot traditional "external world" 
problematics. In order to understand how Rand and Peirce under- 
take this task, we must examine the rationale that leads both thinkers 
to see in their most primitive categories the very foundations of logic 
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and thought. 
Peirce and Rand both appeal to a disinterested form of investiga- 

tion in grounding their respective categories. We already saw how 
Peirce's phaneroscopy "religiously abstains from all speculation as to 
any relations between its categories and physiological facts, cerebral 
or other. ... It simply scrutinizes the direct appearances, and 
endeavors to combine minute accuracy with the broadest possible 
generalization" (Peirce 1931-1958, 1.287). Similarly, Rand held that 
"ontology must begin with much more basic, prescientific, fundamen- 
tal propositions about existence" (Sciabarra 1995, 134). Yet Robert 
Hollinger (1986, 46) has challenged the Randian axioms resulting 
from this kind of foundational inquiry as "philosophically banal" 
mainly because, "they are so vague that just about anything can be 
made consistent with them" and also because "no one in their right 
mind would reject [them]." Philosopher John Hospers raised a similar 
objection, to which Rand (1997, 527) replied in a 1961 letter: 

You say that "A is A" does not "provide a validation for any 
particular arguments," but "All A is B, all В is C, therefore all 
A is C" does. I will answer by telling you a story I heard years 
ago. Two men were arguing about which is more useful to 
men, the sun or the moon, and the argument was decided in 
favor of the moon, because, they declared, the moon shines 
at night, when it's dark - while the sun shines in the daytime, 
when it's light anyway. What , if not "A is A," gives any 
validity to "All A is В, аИ В is С, therefore all A is C"? What 
is the latter but one of the concrete applications or deriva- 
tives of "A is A"? 

Hollinger and Hospers's criticisms underscore the importance of 
recognizing the triadic linkage that unites the Randian axioms. 
Indeed, to bear the weight Rand assigns it, the axiom that Existence 
exists must unfold the axiom of Identity, namely that "To exist is to 
be something. ... it is to be an entity of a specific nature made of 
specific attributes" (Rand [1961] 1984, 125). Furthermore, this 
Identity must be apprehended in some fashion, for "a consciousness 
with nothing to be conscious of is a contradiction in terms" (124). 
Only then can the three Randian axioms be said to provide an 
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apodictic base to logic, which she described as "the art of non- 
contradictory identification" ([1967] 1990, 36) - the word "identifica- 
tion" strategically binding in one semantic stroke both (a non- 
descript) subject and (equally broad) object.9 Thomist and Peircean 
scholar John Deely (2001, 355-56) explains most eloquently such a 
foundational architecture, which goes from raw existence to identity 
to logic: 

For "being as first known" is also the richest of all 
objectifications, embracing every particular intelligible object 
in amplitude of analogy. . . . Out of this primitive awareness, 
which is bound up with and transformative of perception as 
well as sensation from within, there arises, in the course of 
changes experienced (movements, etc.), and by way of 
opposition to being, the idea of non-being. . . . The polarity 
from experience of "what is" and "what is not" provides the 
understanding with the first materials for a judgment: that 
"being is not non-being". . . . This new grasp . . . provides 
the ground of endless further judgments of a logical kind. . . . 
Understanding, unable, on the inward side, to affirm and 
deny the same thing under the same respect, has manifested 
to it by the senses likewise that entities are one way or 
another but not both in a given respect. ... At this stage, 
finally, tautological judgment (a judgment true by virtue of 
logical form alone) and the recognition of identity ("every 
being is what it is") becomes possible. . . . 

As a point of divergence with Rand, it is important to note that 
for Peirce the "being as first known" (i.e., Firstness) is construed as 
a qualitative possibility. In keeping with the Peircean categories, the 
most primitive sign that underlies more developed forms in his 
mature semiotic declensions is the "rhematic iconic qualisign,"10 a 
quality that stands for an object with which it shares a same quality so 
as to evoke a qualitative interpretation. Thus all signs (which on a 
pansemiotist reading means everything), from the "effete mind" of 
matter to the end-of-time horizon of cosmic entelechy, build on 
quality - from all angles one can consider, general representation (or 
Thirdness) is impossible without recourse to the concrete actuality of 

This content downloaded from 130.63.50.116 on Wed, 11 Dec 2013 21:05:07 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


32 The Journal of Луп Rand Studies Vol. 8, No. 1 

thisness (Secondness) and thisness refers to suchness (Firstness). 
Quality and possibility thus become interchangeable notions: if a 
quality is considered before its actual manifestation, then it is any 
quality.11 But whereas for Peirce the suchness of potential quality 
categorically precedes the thisness of its actual existence, in the Randian 
schema the reverse holds true: "'Existence' is the wider concept, 
because even at an infanťs stage of sensory chaos, he can grasp that 
something exists. When he gets the concept 'identity,' it is a further 
step - a clearer, more specific perspective on the concept 'existence'" 
(Rand [1967] 1990, 240). 

To posit quality or existence as the ground floor of one's 
ontology may not have much philosophic import, insofar as we are 
dealing in either case with a primitive notion William James once 
described properly as a "bloomin' buzzin' confusion." Rand herself 
was unclear whether the issue was trivial or not, affirming that "[t]he 
distinction between these two [i.e., Existence and Identity] is really an 
issue of perspective" yet maintaining in the same breath that "even 
though it is the same concept, the whole disaster of philosophy is that 
philosophers try to separate the two" (240-41). 

Whatever the case may be, what is of interest here is the fact that 
that which forms the basis of all things - be it a pre-actual quality or 
a pre-qualitative existent - is logically prior to any distinction between 
subject and object. Nevertheless, it is to the givenness of this peculiar 
categorical bedrock that all subsequent logical inferences - including 
most emphatically those which claim to dismiss the reality of their 
underpinning - must in the end appeal. With regard to the simple 
quale at the root of his system, Peirce argues that "the very fact that 
it is so difficult to express this meaning without tautology is a mark of 
its veraciousness" (Peirce 1931-1958, 6.231). Similarly, Sciabarra 
(1995, 137) notes that although "Rand rejected the vicious circularity 
of the stolen concept fallacy, she grasps that circularity per se is not 
necessarily wrong." Despite their speculative divergence as to what 
ontological facet of their triads admits of ordinal priority, Rand and 
Peirce see this self-confirming circularity as robust ground for 
justifying metaphysical realism. 

Yet a proposition like "Existence exists" is an inkblot of sorts to 
which we can attribute either an axiomatic or paradoxical spin. 
Recognition of reality, in this sense, is in the eye of the beholder.12 As 
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such, Rand and Peirce's optimism or generosity vis-à-vis the axiomatic 
spin of their respective tautological foundations reveals a shared 
desire to reconsider the very notion of the real as it is traditionally 
contrasted with the ideal. Just as one can dissipate the philosophic 
force of Anselm's "ontological argument" for the existence of God by 
not entertaining the idea stipulated in the first place, so Rand and 
Peirce seek to fundamentally pre-empt the opposition of idealism and 
realism by consistently forgoing any thought of Descartes's cunning 
devil.13 As a result, their respective metaphysics begin (and end?) in 
an ontologically neutral common ground between the res extensa and 
the res cogitans. This policy and the radical paradigm it entails have led 
Houser to suggest that perhaps the best way to describe Peirce's 
philosophy is to label it ideal-realism (in Peirce 1992, xxxv).14 In much 
the same way, Peikoff (1993, 36), recognizing Rand's thorough 
rejection of dualism, argues: "The best name for the Objectivist 
position is 'Objectivism'." 

Conclusion 
When seen through a more conventional lens, Charles S. Peirce 

and Ayn Rand sometimes seem to dance amongst various ontological 
stances according to the aspect under scrutiny. However, when taken 
on their own terms, their commitment to metaphysical realism reveals 
itself much deeper than any straightforward opposition to idealism. 
On the three roads to realism discussed, we find radical construais of 
what it means to be real. 

In the first section, we saw how, despite sharing with Peirce a 
recursive theory of representation, Rand diverges with the more 
extreme conception deployed in the former's realist argument from 
asymptotic Thirds. Rand would likely not accept Peirce's peculiar 
intra-systemic logic. As a result, she would no doubt see his advocacy 
of pansemiotism as a species of idealism. 

In the second section, we examined how, in G. E. Moore fashion, 
Rand and Peirce both recognize brute compulsion as providing 
compelling testimony for the existence of an exterior world. Once 
again, Peirce's account of reaction as involving a two-sided conscious- 
ness went farther than Rand's. Yet it was seen how, owing to the 
triadic nature of their categories or axioms, both agree that an 
uninterpreted hie et nunc encounter with reality would be properly 
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unintelligible - thereby linking the argument from Secondness with 
the previous one from Thirdness. 

In the final section, dealing with Firstness, we traced Rand's claim 
that philosophy and logical inference rest on the broad recognition 
that Existence exists. Similarly, we looked at how Peirce conceives all 
representations as ultimately appealing to an ontologically neutral 
qualitative potentiality. In each case, we were confronted with 
foundationalist accounts whose respective irreducible bases, despite 
being established via the circularity of undeniable thought experi- 
ments, were adduced to lead out of idealism. 

In a sense, the realist attitude adopted at the primitive limit-case 
of Firstness percolates upwards through the other two categorical 
levels. For example, while Rand clearly rejected Peirce's realist 
construal of community consensus, at the level of the individual, her 
stance shares the pragmaticisťs rejection of mediated apprehension as 
somehow inherently "ideal" or less real. 

None of these schools regards concepts as objective , i.e., as 
neither revealed nor invented, but as produced by man's 
consciousness in accordance with the facts of reality, as 
mental integrations of factual data computed by man - as the 
products of a cognitive method of classification whose 
processes must be performed by man, but whose content is 
dictated by reality. (Rand [1967] 1990, 54) 

Compare this with Peirce, who writes of "the genius of the mind, that 
takes up all these hints of sense, adds immensely to them, makes them 
precise, and shows them in intelligible form in the intuitions of space 
and time. . . . Very shallow is the prevalent notion that this is 
something to be avoided. . . . The true precept is not to abstain from 
hypostatization, but to do it intelligently. . . ." (Peirce 1931-1958, 
1.383). 

In so attempting to redefine the issues, aims, and methods of 
philosophical inquiry, Rand and Peirce's works manifest a common 
programmatic desire to circumvent some of the more notorious 
pitfalls bequeathed by modernity (whether or not they succeed in this 
task is another question). John Deely's extensive survey of metaphys- 
ics (2001), for example, sees Peirce's inclusive conception of represen- 
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tation as a historical turning point ushering in a truly post-modem "age 
of understanding." From the standpoint of exegesis, it would be 
interesting to clarify Rand's place in such a historiographical scheme, 
particularly in light of the fact that we saw her as parting ways with the 
realist argument from asymptotic representation yet sharing a triadic 
commitment to binding existence and mind.15 

To many, Peirce and Rand no doubt make very strange bedfel- 
lows. Yet despite their marked divergence on many other philosophic 
matters, from truth theory to ethics, it must be acknowledged that 
their metaphysics are by and large convergent, both in terms of their 
triadic structures and their realist stances. It is to be hoped that the 
convergences here brought to the fore will lend added support to the 
theses in question, while the divergences will point to problems in 
need of solution. In either case, the call is for further study. 
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Notes 
1. An iconoclastic intellectual who defended her ideas "with messianic passion 

and authority" (Brown, Collinson and Wilkinson [1996] 2002, 650), Rand is now 
slowly being brought "into dialogue with other thinkers, the way Marx or Jung were 
brought out of their narrow circle of devotees" (Stanford G. Thatcher, director of 
Penn State Press, quoted in Sharlet 1 999, Al 7). As for Peirce, who shared with Rand 
an intense and difficult personality (cf. Brent [1993] 1998), it is instructive to note that 
serious study of his work followed the same belated path reserved for Rand's. 
Indeed, while a 40-year or so lead might obscure the fact, the two thinkers have had 
to endure similar posthumous academic plights, as Peircean scholar Joe RansdelFs 
oddly familiar recollections attest: "What justification is there for wasting one's time 
in trying to learn from somebody whose views are known a priori to be hopelessly 
confused? ... To mention Peirce at all [in U.S. Academia in the sixties] was to run 
something of a risk for his professional reputation  Peirce was an especially risky 
person to champion because of his reputation as a would-be system builder and as 
a metaphysician" (quoted in Deledalle 2001, 219-20). 

2. A previous rapprochement between Peirce and Rand was put forth by Neil 
DeRosa (1997) in a hard-to-obtain nonacademic periodical. In what is ostensibly an 
attempt to introduce Peirce to an unsympathetic Randian readership, this short 
article sought to counter dogmatic claims to the effect that Peirce was somehow "a 
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Kantian" (an offense in some circles). Overall, despite the limited scale and exegesis 
of the endeavor, the text is well-intentioned and at times quite insightful. Most 
notable are the parallels drawn between Rand and Peirce's rejection of Cartesian 
skepticism, mechanism, mind/ matter dualism, as well as their common belief in a 
fundamentally benevolent cosmos. Patently absent, however, are the many points 
of divergence between the two thinkers, whether generally or as nuances within the 
convergences cited. What's more, contrary to the informal study presented by 
DeRosa, we do not suggest that one thinker's thought can be assimilated under the 
other's banfter; Peirce is no more an Objectivist than Rand is a Pragmaticist 
(obviously, as the current study attests, neither do we hold the two to be completely 
incommensurable). 

3. "In Peirce's maturity, he said it was his discovery 'of the theory of the 
categories which is (if anything is) the gift I make to the world. That is my child. In 
it I shall live when oblivion has me - my body'" (Brent [1993] 1998, 70; quoted from 
Peirce 1982, xxvi). Cf also a 10 July 1908 letter to Francis C. Russell where Peirce 
writes of his "central achievement, the paper of May 14th of that year [1867], 'On a 
New List of Categories' " (quoted in Brent [1993] 1998, 327). 

4. References to the Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (Peirce 1931-1958) 
will employ the standard format of Peircean scholarship, indicating the volume and 
paragraph number. 

5. A concession he described in a 1908 letter as a "sop to Cerberus" motivated 
by a tiring despair at being understood by a larger audience (Peirce 1998, 478). 

6. Quoting Shakespeare, Peirce writes: "The individual man, ... so far as he 
is anything apart from his fellows, and from what he and they are to be, is only a 
negation" (1992, 55). 

7. Rand ([1967] 1990, 2-3) saw herself as presenting a novel Objectivist 
alternative to the traditional schools on the issue. However, owing to the idiosyn- 
cratic nature of her position and/ or her style of exposition, there is ongoing 
disagreement as to where the Randian position actually falls, the result being that her 
work has thus far been placed across the full canonical spectrum (save perhaps 
nihilism). For example, Den Uyl and Rasmussen (1986, 9) argue that, with respect 
to the attribution of class-membership, Rand "never forgets that concepts are 
derived from concretes, that thought is a tool, and that the natural world of existing 
individuals is ultimate" - thus aligning her in one sense with nominalism. In 
contrast, O'Neill (1980, 513) sees the Randian position as a special version of naive 
realism or again as traditional essentialist realism (O'Neill [1971] 1977, 83). For 
Register (2000, 212), "Rand is a nominalist about universais, but she retains realism's 
stress on the importance of epistemic norms and objectivity," whereas for Ryan 
(2003, 30), "Rand sets out to be a nominalist and falls into realism only by accident." 
We also find Saint-Andre (2002) arguing (by our lights quite convincingly) that Rand 
espoused a concerted conceptualism having much in common with that of Peter 
Abelard. As O'Neill remarks: "It is difficult to label Miss Rand's epistemological 
position in terms of the usual philosophical categories. No small part of this 
difficulty stems from her tendency to present caricatured definitions of rival positions 
and then to disdain any sort of identification with the implausible ideas which she has 
misrepresented" ([1971] 1977, 83). Furthermore, as Ryan (2003, 21) observes, "Rand 
departs from standard philosophical usage in using 'universal' as a synonym for 
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'concept' and 'abstraction' . . . although she never quite gets around to offering us a 
definition of 'universal'." In our opinion, Rand's work on concepts is best 
understood as a treatise on the norms of semantic hyponymy; thus explaining why, 
as Den Uyl and Rasmussen point out, she "approaches the metaphysical question of 
whether there are universais as primarily a pseudoissue" (1986, 18). 

8. In her short novel, Anthem , Rand describes an arrested primitive society 
where, after a prosperous industrial age, the notion of the individual has long been 
erased (people refer to themselves as "we'') and in which a collective "World Council 
of Scholars" had centuries ago invented the candle, with no progress made since 
(Rand [1938] 1999, 68-77). Nevertheless, the heroic protagonist of the tale 
challenges the consensus omnium and ends up rediscovering the light bulb. As DeRosa 
(1997, 7) points out, "Rand nevertheless believed in a 'benevolent universe,' much 
the same as Peirce believed in ťAgapasticism' or 'universal love'." However, while 
for Peirce this amicability to human progress intervenes at the (non-monotonic) level 
of abduction or guessing, for Rand it is most manifest in the deliberate (monotonie) 
exercise of reason by the individual. 

9. Consistent with their commitment to a triadic integration of subject and 
object, both Rand and Peirce emphasize the normative character of the rules of logic 
as rules of conduct. Peirce (1998, 48) held that the first rule of logic is that "in order 
to learn you must desire to learn." Similarly, Rand ([1961] 1984, 120-21) held that 
"to think is an act of choice. . . . Man is a being of volitional consciousness (emphasis in 
text). 

10. Our discussion refers to Peirce's mature ten-fold semiotic classification 
(articulated around three trichotomies), first introduced in a 1903 text entitled 
"Nomenclature and Divisions of Triadic Relations, as Far as They Are Determined" 
(Peirce 1998, 289-99). 

11. Since Peirce (1998, 268-69) considers existence to be reactionary and 
representation to be nomological, the categorical triad of quality-relation-representa- 
tion is thus synonymous with the modal concatenation of possible-actual-general. 

12. Whereas Rand ([1961] 1984, 78) postulated a selfish "Prime Mover" as the 
ultimate source of conation, Peirce (1998, 200-1, 272) proposed a tripartite 
classification of normative sciences in which aesthetics - what is desirable in itself - 
drives ethics, which in turn drives logic. 

13. Kelley ([1986] 1988) explores the ramifications of the Randian rejection of 
idealist solipsism (i.e., her thesis of the Primacy of Existence) on the issue of 
perception. 

14. This is a position whose main thrust Peirce traced back to his father, 
Benjamin, a noted Harvard mathematician (Brent [1993] 1998, 205). Interestingly, 
"ideal-realism" was the label used by N. O. Lossky - Rand's philosophy professor 
at the University of Petrograd - to describe his own philosophic system. See 
Sciabarra 1995, 48-49. 

15. According to Deely (2001, 483): "If we put [John] Poinsot's [seventeenth 
century] claim that the doctrine of signs transcends in its starting point the division 
of being into ens reale and ens rationis into contemporary terms, what is being asserted 
is that semiotic transcends the opposition of realism to idealism. Not until Heidegger 
in the contemporary period do we encounter such a claim among the philosophers" - "the philosophers" here intended to exclude Peirce the semiotician. Interestingly 
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enough, Hollinger (1986, 41) believes that "there are actually very close parallels 
between the views of Rand and [Husserl and Heidegger]. . . . Both Husserl and 
Heidegger believe that European culture is in a crisis period, largely owing to the 
impact of western philosophy. For Heidegger, the history of metaphysics from Plato 
onward represents a continuous falling away from Being. . . . Thus, for Heidegger 
as for Rand, western philosophy is thoroughly subjectivistic, although their 
'solutions' to this predicament are, of course, vasdy different  There can be litde 
doubt that Rand's view of the tradition, its historical mission, its falling away, and its 
negative cultural impact are of a piece with the views of Heidegger and Husserl." 
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John Deely’s Four Ages of Understanding (2001) is increasingly being 
regarded as a landmark work in semiotics (Danesi 2010 : 25). Not only 
does Deely cast semiotic inquiry’s rich history in a new light, he does not 
hesitate (or perhaps is eager) to project that trajectory beyond the present 
and venture informed conjectures as to what direction future intellectual 
developments will take (see for example Deely 2000 : 26). The exercise, 
though risky, emerges as compelling precisely because it conjugates all 
three tenses : the look ahead is prompted by a dissatisfaction with the 
present that turns to the past for guidance.

This is in many ways a wise strategy. None of us have entered the 
intellectual scene sui generis, and though some of our teachers may 
disavow their debts to history, they nevertheless had teachers too, and 
so on. Thus, if one is dissatisfied with the landscape of intellectual 
possibilities they present one with, one can always scrutinize the stores 
of the past in search of alternative conceptions. To be sure, nothing 
guarantees that one will find what one is looking for — dead thinkers 
are no more insightful for being dead. But familiarity with one’s ancestry 
can at least loosen the hold which unquestioned premises can have 
on our thinking, deflating the apparently non-negotiable status of a 
given menu of options and spurring our confidence that new modes of 
approaching a recalcitrant issue can be devised.

This is the spirit in which John Deely articulates his retrieval of 
lost semiotic insights. Modernity, he argues, offers us variations on a 
common theme, namely that the mind cannot attain genuine knowledge 
of the world. Yet such a thesis was not always the truism some now take 
it to be, so we can go back earlier to recapture a more promising way of 

13-Esthétique.indd   183 13/09/11   10:59:44



 Recherches sémiotiques / Semiotic Inquiry184

viewing the knowledge situation. As a means of aiding such a retrieval, 
Deely attempts to pin down an emblematic moment or “landmark detail” 
(Hittinger 2010 : 4) signaling the start of each of his four “ages”. Post-
Modernity, for example, is said to have been inaugurated (in germinal 
form, to be sure) on 14 May 1867 with the presentation of Charles S. 
Peirce’s talk “On a New List of Categories” (Deely 2001 : 637).

Is there any justification for the assignment of so precise a 
date? I believe there is independent support of the idea that ages of 
understanding might succeed each other with particular salience. 
Thomas Kuhn, for example, suggested that paradigm-shifts in the realm 
of science are never gradual, but rather occur suddenly, in punctualist 
fashion (2002 : 28-29). A practitioner has looked in vain for a solution 
to the cumulative difficulties plaguing her field, goes to bed pondering 
these issues, and literally awakes with an altogether different way of 
viewing the situation. Armed with this unprecedented vantage point, 
the tensions which previously seemed so problematic aren’t so much 
solved as “dissolved” into irrelevancy. Hence, the world now looks very 
different. Alluding to the famous duck-rabbit of Gestalt theory, Kuhn 
writes : “What were ducks in the scientist’s world before the revolution 
are rabbits afterwards” (1996 : 111). The tale of Newton’s falling apple, 
though largely confabulated, is a familiar example. In one swift stroke, 
a mundane occurrence transpiring in the sub-lunar realm is linked 
to the motion of distant celestial bodies, thereby unifying disparate 
events and opening up hitherto unnoticed possibilities for inquiry (and 
foreclosing others).

Applied to the realm of philosophical reflection, this thesis raises 
an interesting question : when exactly did Modernity begin? Deely has 
stated that the “second turning point” of his fourfold scheme “has its 
origin in [John] Poinsot’s very lifetime” (2008 : v). Within this bracket, 
he has further refined the ascription : “If I had to pick one event as 
the defining event of the outset of modernity, probably the best choice 
would be the condemnation of Galileo for teachings deemed contrary 
to the revealed Word of God” (Deely 2001 : 493). The date of 21 June 
1633 is thus viewed as 

a landmark event in the history of philosophy, and it made the turn toward 
ideoscopy a revolution rather than what it should have been, a natural 
extension along ideoscopic lines of the ‘natural philosophy’ cenoscopically 
outlined by Aristotle and advanced in the Latin universities from the time of 
their founding to the debacle of Galileo’s trial. (Deely 2008 : 11-12) 

Yet the year 1632 also recurs in Deely’s writing as a plausible milestone 
(see his 1990 : 113; 2001 : 480), in so far as it marks the publication date 
of Poinsot’s Tractatus de Signis and the birth of John Locke — whose 
emblematic portrait adorns the opening page of the Four Ages’ section 
on “The Modern Period” (Deely 2001 : 485; with an erroneous date of 
birth at bottom).

13-Esthétique.indd   184 13/09/11   10:59:44



         What Anchors Semiosis : How Descartes Changed the Subject        185 

The place of Locke is by all accounts an ambiguous one, since he is 
at once a major figure in the maligned “Way of of Ideas” and the coiner 
of what would in time blossom into the (for Deely, rival) “Way of Signs”. 
As Deely avers :

Locke’s insight can be regarded as a key act in the central tragedy of modern 
philosophy, inasmuch as the central figures in the mainstream modern 
development from Descartes to Kant all built on the foundation of semiotic 
sand constituted by the presupposition that the ideas of the mind are also the 
direct objects of its apprehension. (2003 : 29; see also Latraverse 1998)

If we take seriously this suggestion of influence, we are faced with an 
anachronism, in so far as Descartes’ own brand of idealism antedated 
Locke’s and in fact rested on wholly autonomous (rationalist) foundations. 
Indeed, the case could be made that Descartes (and not Locke) is the 
father of philosophical Modernity — which is certainly how standard 
histories of philosophy view the matter. Descartes is clearly a villain 
in Deely’s narrative. As such, Deely no doubt felt unease at assigning 
one of his main philosophical opponents such a prominent place in his 
historiographical narrative. Locke, by coining the term that would define 
the program enthusiastically championed by Deely, is by contrast a 
much more palatable candidate. Still, I would like to call into question 
that attribution, and propose a reinstatement of René Descartes as the 
more appropriate founder of the “Third Age of Understanding”.

In the interest of making a better-informed judgement about what 
went right or wrong in the transition from the Latin age to Modernity, I 
want to pinpoint a plausible “moment” for when the latter period began, 
and attempt to recapture the very different Aristotelian/scholastic 
worldview that was left behind as a result of this shift. To recapture the 
truly revolutionary scope of Descartes’ influence, we have to consider 
the curiously bifurcated semantics of the term “subjective”. The Collins 
English Dictionary contains two definitions in its entry. On the one hand, 
“subjective” is described as “the grammatical case in certain languages 
that identifies the subject of a verb”. On the other hand, it is said to be “of 
or based on a person’s emotions or prejudices”. These incommensurate 
meanings are an archaeological trace, a scar that bears silent witness 
to a severe paradigmatic tear. At the risk of oversimplifying, the first 
acceptation owes mainly to Aristotle, and the second to Descartes.

The study of a paradigmatic shift perforce juxtaposes two relata 
contiguously connected in time. In the opening paragraphs of the 
Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), Descartes announces his aim 
to break with the dominant ideas of his time and reconstruct his 
worldview anew “right from the foundations” (Descartes 1984 : 12). 
Although the authorities of scholastic thought are not singled out by 
name — the Meditations are about as far as one can get from a work 
of exegetical commentary — this considered refusal to acknowledge 
the patrimony of Latin thought remains a deeply reactionary move. 
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Yet unlike, say, Luther’s theses, Descartes’ work is no mere manifesto 
serially expounding an assemblage of provocative tenets. To be sure, it 
was highly polemical in its original context — as witnessed by the divisive 
impact it had on admirers and detractors soon after its publication (see 
Clarke 2006 : 184-217). But what makes it a celebrated classic is that it 
lets us follow step by step the careful deliberations that lead Descartes 
to adopt his challenging views. Hence, while the scholastic tradition is 
admittedly absent content-wise, its institutionalized disputatio format is 
nevertheless retained; the dialectic cut and parries being recast in the 
voice of a single narrator sometimes talking at cross-purposes.

This format allows us to playback the deliberations in slow-motion, 
as it were, and discern particularly salient moments when truly 
revolutionary transitions take place. Striving to obtain a finer pixellation, 
I want to show how the development from an Aristotelian worldview 
to a Modern one has been vividly recorded in the Meditations with the 
experiment on the wax.

In his second round of reflections, Descartes brings his inquisitive 
intellect to bear on “things which people commonly think they 
understand most distinctly of all; that is, the bodies which we touch and 
see” (Descartes 1984 : 20). The conclusions that result from that effort 
bring about a sharp departure from medieval (Aristotelian) metaphysics. 
Are phenomenal experiences signs of things beyond them? Or are 
they intransitive opaque ends in themselves which at best obliquely 
acknowledge only the reality of the person enjoying them? 

[B]oth Aristotle and Aquinas build their ontological theories first, and then 
their respective philosophies of mind follow upon their ontologies. It is 
not the other way around, as one finds in many modern epistemological 
foundationalists. Hence, for both Aristotle and Aquinas, an ontology of 
primary substances is a necessary condition for the development of a 
coherent philosophy of mind. (Lisska 2010 : 138) 

By retreating strictly to what is phenomenally present before the mind, 
Descartes deliberately casts aside this long-standing way of viewing the 
world in favour of an agent-centred viewpoint, one which will become a 
defining staple of philosophical Modernity.

Descartes’ musings on the piece of wax were meant to address an 
age-old metaphysical puzzle, namely change. The answer given may have 
been quintessentially Modern, but the problem-situation certainly was 
not. Consider a piece of burning wood. As it burns, a change occurs. 
First the wood was brown and cold; then it is replaced by something 
black and hot. In other words, one thing comes into existence while 
another exits. This, as it stands, creates a puzzle of sorts : “where” did 
the first object, which was brown and cold, “go”? Similarly, where did 
the subsequent object, which is black and hot, “come from”? Instead 
of preserving the prima facie acknowledgement that in some way there 
are both two and one states involved in change, early Greek thinkers 
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had a tendency to be ontologically partisan and champion one side of 
the opposition between constancy and change. Thus, for Heraclitus, the 
burning wood was in fact a succession of two things, and all intuitions 
to the contrary were considered illusory (Burnet 2003 : 144-177). In 
contrast, Parmenides held that there is only one thing involved in the 
burning wood, and whatever ran counter to that tenet was deemed by 
him and his school to be mere appearance (Ibid. : 189-201).

Being conversant with these views, Aristotle strove to overcome 
the limitations of each. Like Parmenides, he duly recognized that some 
continuity endures amidst discontinuity, since there must be something 
that connects the different end-states. Yet to leave it at that would be 
far too strong, and would effectively relegate whatever does change to 
mere appearance. In Aristotle’s estimate, “The first of those who studied 
philosophy [...] exaggerated the consequence of this, and went so far as 
to deny even the existence of a plurality of things maintaining that only 
what is itself is” (Aristotle 1984 : 326). Clearly, Heraclitus was in some 
sense correct to insist on the ontological importance of discontinuity. 
The task, then, is to find a way to harmoniously integrate the best of 
these conflicting accounts. To that end, Aristotle introduced a very 
influential distinction between “matter” and “form”. Exploiting an analogy 
with a sculpture refashioned into various shapes, he adduced matter 
as the source of whatever “thisness” stays constant throughout the 
change, concomitantly letting the form imposed on that matter account 
for the “suchness” that undergoes modifications from one moment to 
another.

The specifics of Aristotle’s explanation can get pretty complicated 
(the matter/form distinction must be augmented with that between 
potency/act), and I have no wish to get bogged down in the proliferation 
of sub-distinctions that so captivated the late-medieval theorists Deely is 
so fond of (and against whom Descartes was rebelling). All we need retain 
for the purposes at hand is the idea that, in the Aristotelian conception, 
what anchors the succession of states is the substantial subject. Ac-
cording to this theory, there is an ontological substrate which carries a 
given thing’s various properties (see Lisska 2010 : 144). To borrow from 
Locke’s famous expression (2008 : 179), it is a “something, we know not 
what” which, as the material cause of a thing, remains wholly unaffected 
by the turmoil of efficient causation. Aristotle is explicit on this point : 
“For my definition of matter is just this — the primary substratum of 
each thing, from which it comes to be, and which persists in the result, 
not accidentally” (Aristotle 1984 : 328).

It is this ineffable worldly substrate which collects observed 
predicates into a cohesive bundle and ensures that the various properties 
that replace one another in the experience of change are not merely a 
haphazard collection, but in fact appertain to a same and single thing. 
Since substances exist apart from their transient properties, they impose 
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a certain friction that limits change and prevents reality from lapsing 
into an all-out Heraclitean flux. As Aristotle explains : 

it is plain that there must be something underlying, namely, that which 
becomes. For when a thing comes to be of such a quantity or quality or 
in such a relation, time, or place, a subject is always presupposed, since 
substance alone is not predicated of another subject, but everything else 
of substance. (Ibid. : 325)

These background Aristotelian assumptions, which helped scholastic 
thinkers make sense of change, are violently upturned by Descartes 
in the second part of the Meditations. To be sure, the authority of 
Aristotelianism had already been challenged by the Spaniard Francisco 
Suárez in his controversial 1597 Disputationes Metaphysicae, which 
created quite a stir by tackling metaphysical questions without the 
customary deference to established figures. But Descartes goes much 
further. In keeping with his promise to provisionally put aside all he had 
learned from his (Jesuit) teachers, he confronts the question of change 
as a freethinking sceptic who takes absolutely nothing for granted. He 
begins his destructive labour by reiterating the commitments made the 
previous day in the opening meditation : 

I will suppose then, that everything I see is spurious. I will believe that 
my memory tells me lies, and that none of the things that it reports ever 
happened. I have no senses. Body, shape, extension, movement and place 
are chimeras. So what remains true? (Ibid. : 16)

Fortunately, this narrator shortly thereafter discovers a first 
indubitable truth, concluding that “this proposition, I am, I exist, is 
necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in my 
mind” (Ibid. : 17; emphasis in original). This formula will be further 
refined as the Cartesian dialectic unfolds. It nevertheless presents the 
first indication that the sceptical heuristic adopted will not result in 
nihilism, and that at least one part of the Archimedean leverage point 
ardently sought after has been found. Armed with this insight, Descartes 
proceeds to ask what is this mysterious “I” which emerged unscathed 
from the sceptical policy. The only certain answer to this question is 
that he is “[a] thing that thinks” (Ibid. : 19).

In a remarkable show of phenomenological honesty, Descartes 
admits that “corporeal things” still manifest “much more distinctness 
than this puzzling ‘I’ which cannot be pictured in the imagination” 
(Ibid. : 20). How could it be that something as slippery and abstract as the 
thinking self be “real” (i.e., resistant to doubt) whereas those mid-sized 
material things that populate his room have yet to pass muster? Don’t 
these also attest to their existence by the mere fact of being there, waiting 
to be grabbed, moved around, and so on? If this is so, he reckons, then 
they must be able to go through the same gauntlet of adversity which 
his thinking self successfully negotiated.

Scholastic thinkers would have never dreamed of calling into 
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question the multiplicity of things that ostensibly make up the world. 
That trees, rocks, and rivers exist was for them something of an axiom, 
and their worries centred instead on how we come to group these 
particular things into empirically adequate classes, carving nature at 
its joints (Lisska 2010 : 146-150). Descartes goes further still. What 
we find in the well-known remarks about the melting piece of wax is a 
drastic revision of the notion of “subject”.

It must be borne in mind that, when we read Descartes today, we 
are reading him from within the vantage of a paradigm largely genial to 
his philosophy (unsurprisingly, as he helped to spawn that worldview). 
Of course, this was not the case with Descartes’ contemporaries, who 
had yet to experience for themselves the Gestalt-switch which he tried 
so ardently to communicate. Indeed, the gifted person who first proposes 
a radically new way of seeing things is burdened with an intellectual 
double-duty, as sudden innovation must eventually give way to a lengthy 
phase of persuasion. This task Descartes eventually undertook, aided 
by the resourceful impresario Marin Mersenne. But to the extent this 
bid proved successful, the once-eccentric viewpoint of agent-centred 
“subjectivity” attained an unquestioned normalcy.

What was a radical departure can thus present itself to current 
readers as a banal truth which seemingly goes without saying. In 
contrast, the idea of “subjectivity” as pertaining to a grammatical subject 
— which includes but is not limited to the first-person pronoun — goes 
back to a bygone ontology of substances. Unlike the construal of the 
subject as that which apprehends, this more archaic sense of the word 
pertains to that which is apprehended. Our grammar still attests to 
this Aristotelian thesis. When a grade-school teacher explains that only 
substantives can be grammatical subjects and that verbs and adjectives 
cannot, she is basically reiterating (in a frozen linguistic state) Aristotle’s 
metaphysical contention that “[t]here is no such thing as motion over and 
above the things” (Aristotle 1984 : 342). We can thus say that Aristotle’s 
“subject” is the “it” lying in the world, whereas Descartes’ “subject” is 
narrower and is limited solely to the singular and incorporeal “I”. This 
is a truly momentous shift. Aristotle had insisted on the importance of 
change, stressing quite rightly that if change were unknown, “nature 
too would be unknown” (Ibid. : 342). Given his search for complete and 
indubitable intelligibility, Descartes agrees. But his own solution to 
this venerable problem is drastically different from the one put forth by 
Aristotle and later espoused by Latin thinkers.

The piece of wax is for Descartes an ideal place to begin another volley 
of his grand aim. As a body he can readily “touch and see” (Descartes 
1984 : 20), it presents a worthy adversary, a perfect target on which to 
deploy his unwavering policy of scepticism. For if doubt can wedge its 
way into such a seemingly obvious item, then that should go a long way 
towards advancing the destructive portion of his philosophic project of 
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changing the foundations of human knowledge.

Descartes notes that the wax has several properties, all of which 
can be ascertained by one or more of the senses. It has a certain taste, 
a specific scent, texture, shape, etc. “In short, it has everything which 
appears necessary to enable a body to be known as distinctly as possible” 
(Ibid. : 20) — where distinctness is taken to be the telltale sign (bound by 
God’s benevolence) of a non-deceptive alignment with the truth. Thus, 
if the scent of flowers is considered in itself as some atomic quale, that 
simple quality presents itself so plainly as what it is that it does not 
seem open to doubt. Problems arise, however, when we consider that 
what is revealed in one’s phenomenal field is not a static display of stable 
contents, but rather an aggregate of sundry qualities that bleed into 
each other and undergo constant variation. Change spoils the purity of 
the lone datum, such that this idle expanse of quality looses whatever 
clarity and distinctness it had in the flow of semiosis. As Descartes 
puts the wax by the fire, the once stable roster of properties is gradu-
ally undone : “the residual taste is eliminated, the smell goes away, 
the colour changes, the shape is lost, the size increases; it becomes 
liquid and hot; you can hardly touch it, and if you strike it, it no longer 
makes a sound” (Ibid. : 20). The stability which had at first shown so 
much promise is now compromised to such an extent that it is virtually 
unrecognizable. Hence, what warrants the belief that these disparate 
collections of properties are in fact attributes of a single common thing? 
As Descartes queries, “what was it in the wax that I understood with 
such distinctness?” (Ibid. : 20).

His scholastic contemporaries would have confidently answered 
that it was the matter itself, the incorruptible worldly subject which, 
as the source of the thing’s immanent “thisness,” serves as the bearer 
of its various predicates. These predicates, they would have intoned, 
can be affected by efficient causation, but this leaves untouched the 
bare “stuff” underneath it all, the material substratum which receives 
various forms by way of its involvement with other things but is never 
itself put in jeopardy. Trying out alternative explanations, Descartes 
briefly ponders this reply. In fact, he borrows the vocabulary of his 
philosophical antagonists when he rhetorically suggests that perhaps 
“the wax was not after all the sweetness of the honey, or the fragrance 
of the flowers, or the whiteness, or the shape, or the sound, but was 
rather a body which presented itself to me in these various forms a little 
while ago, but which now exhibits different ones” (Ibid. : 20).

Of course, once a thing’s predicates are stripped away, it is not 
altogether clear what — if anything — remains. The only plausible 
candidate seems to be that extension through space is the one primitive 
that cannot be eliminated. In his 1634 The World (Descartes 1985 : 
90-92), Descartes endorses an arid quantitative ontology akin to what 
one would find in a purely geometrical universe. But at this point in 
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his investigations, Descartes is more preoccupied with the still more 
problematic question of how one could come to know this sort of bare 
extension. Seeing how the senses each latch onto qualitative properties 
that shift and replace one another, what faculty can possibly allow us 
to gain insight into the residual presence that is left over?

Understandably, Descartes suspects that he may have arrived at 
this naked entity solely by means of his imagination. But, he remarks, 
although his imagination can depart from states of affairs that obtain, it 
is nevertheless severely limited in the number of possible configurations 
it can fathom (1984 : 21). To strip away properties solely by means of the 
imagination is an immense task which he has obviously not undertaken. 
How then can he still arrive at the idea that wax is an extended body 
that is not what it seems? His momentous conclusion is that “the nature 
of this piece of wax” — which here excludes the transient phenomenal 
properties catalogued earlier — “is in no way revealed by my imagination, 
but is perceived by the mind alone” (Ibid. : 21). The expression “perceived 
by the mind” is an awkward one, as it connotes a mode of knowledge 
akin to ordinary sense perception. What Descartes is trying to convey 
is rather a purely rational mode of ingress into the nature of things. 
Descartes thus expands on his important result : “And yet, and here is 
the point, the perception I have of it is a case not of vision or touch or 
imagination — nor has it ever been, despite previous appearances — but 
of purely mental scrutiny; and this can be imperfect and confused, as it 
was before, or clear and distinct as it is now, depending on how carefully I 
concentrate on what the wax consists in” (Ibid. : 21 [emphasis added]).

Note that the level of insight into the wax’s true nature depends 
not on the thing itself, but on the degree of care and rigour with which 
the “thinking thing” ponders it. Indeed, Descartes spends the next 
paragraph insisting that the senses play no part whatsoever in this 
process, and thus do not contribute to our knowledge of things, despite 
all appearances to the contrary. To be sure, habitual ways of thinking 
exert a constant centripetal pull and lead us to construe the situation in 
conformity with our commonsensical intuitions. That is why Descartes 
confesses that he is “almost tricked by ordinary ways of talking” (Ibid. : 
21), and is often tempted by such inertia to lapse into folk-theoretical 
assumptions to the effect that he sees the worldly wax itself. But in 
keeping with his methodological vow to suspend such assumptions, he 
reminds himself that when he looks out the window, he does not truly 
see people walking about, but rather (potentially deceptive) images of 
hats and coats gliding by in his visual field. If ever he considers that they 
are what they appear to be, it is not in virtue of some non-inferential 
givenness, but because “I judge that they are men. And so something 
which I thought I was seeing with my eyes is in fact grasped solely by 
the faculty of judgement which is in my mind” (Ibid. : 21). On this view, 
the senses provide us with a qualitative spectacle, but it is the unaided 
intellect which grasps quantitative aspects like extension. And since 
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such extended space is in the final analysis all that bodies consist in, 
Descartes holds that only mental scrutiny gives us insight into the 
nature of things.

Cartesianism thus ascribes the mind a role far greater than did 
scholastic doctrine in the constitution of intelligibility. Proceeding from 
the Aristotelian framework, medieval thinkers (like Abélard and Aquinas) 
held that the human intellect can “abstract” whatever recurrent features 
are nested in things, thereby forming “concepts” that let us ascend from 
knowledge of individuals to a grasp of natural kinds (see Deely 2007 
: 52-53, 81-100). Still, it is the immanent substances which are the 
metaphysical stuff of the world, and these always have primacy over 
the transcendent conceptions we (fallibly) tease out from the semiosic 
stream of experience. The direct consequence of this substance-only 
ontology is that we as viewers are in no way responsible for the constancy 
which survives change. Rather, it is the worldly subjects themselves 
— the particular rocks and trees — which are the guarantors of their 
own continuity.

This is a nice account, but it is very much open to doubt. Accordingly, 
Descartes rejects it. Knowledge of things does not come by way of 
perception and abstraction therefrom, he argues. Rather, it comes 
solely by way of judgement. All perception can do is provide an array 
of phenomenal qualia. True, these are indubitable when considered in 
themselves as “simple natures,” but there is nothing in such qualia, 
Descartes held, which guarantees that they are in fact properties of a 
worldly subject like a particular piece of wax : “[T]he chief and most 
common mistake which is to be found here consists in my judging that 
the ideas which are in me resemble, or conform to, things located outside 
me” (Descartes 1984 : 26).

In the Aristotelian scheme defended and expanded by Latin thinkers 
like John Poinsot, experiential predicates like hot, soft, and pungent 
were united by and anchored to a worldly “subject” in the archaic 
dictionary sense outlined earlier. In the new Cartesian scheme, it is a 
mental “subjectivity” which gathers these qualities and judges them to 
appertain to a common spatial region. Predicates are therefore not the 
gateway to a clear and distinct knowledge of things. Much the contrary, 
since they can morph to the point of unrecognizability, they obscure and 
distort the true essence of a thing, which is its inert spatial extension. 
It is the unaided intellect of the thinking subject which attains a true 
knowledge of the nature of things, and it does so by putting aside the 
unclear and indistinct qualitative distortions of the phenomenal field 
and relying solely on the ironclad verdicts of rationality.

Can the stream of first-person experience successfully lasso things 
in the “external” world, or is that experiential concatenation a potential 
source of deception which only a priori deliberation can see past? 
Descartes favours the second answer. This signals a dramatic change in 
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perspective — a Copernican revolution, if you will, far ahead of (and in 
a sense still more radical than) Kant’s. Instead of a plurality of worldly 
subjects, intelligibility is now beholden to a singular mental subject. 
Descartes’ reflections on the piece of wax can thus (in hindsight) be seen 
as the precise locus of this paradigmatic rupture (it would be interesting 
to pinpoint the exact date when Descartes sat in front of his fireplace 
with wax).

It should be noted that there was a short delay between this 
philosophical shift in the pages of the Meditations and its consummation 
in the public consciousness. Knowing full well its canonical place in the 
scholastic ontology he sought to upturn, Descartes was reluctant to 
employ the term “subject” to describe the mental anchor that endures 
various changes. It was Thomas Hobbes who, in the third set of Objections 
and Replies that follow immediately after the Meditations, first brought 
up the term. Ostensibly failing to appreciate how radically Descartes 
wants to break with the Aristotelian tradition, Hobbes remarks that 
“all philosophers make a distinction between a subject and its faculties 
and acts, i.e. between a subject and its properties and its essences” (in 
Descartes 1984 : 122). He then goes on to add that “the wax, despite the 
changes in its colour, hardness, shape and other acts, is still understood 
to be the same thing, that is, the same matter that is the subject of all 
these changes” (Ibid. : 122 [emphasis added]).

Hobbes is here futilely addressing his interlocutor from the vantage 
of a pre-Modern metaphysic. Indeed, Descartes’ whole point was to show 
that, in the final analysis, what glues together “all these changes” is 
not at all a material thing but rather an unextended mental substance, 
regarded as the ultimate “subject” without which no other (worldly) 
“subject” could be constituted (for a similar view, see Husserl 1999; 
and the comments by Deely 2007 : 6). Hence, while Descartes deems 
that Hobbes “is quite right in saying that ‘we cannot conceive of an act 
without its subject’” (Descartes 1984 : 123), the two are basically talking 
past each other, since they are working from radically incompatible 
understandings of what “subject” should be taken to mean in this case 
(on a personal level, the two thinkers had a strained dialogue at best, 
see Clarke 2006 : 203-204).

In a passage that eerily recalls Peirce’s “ethics of terminology” (1998 : 
263-266), Descartes explains his reluctance to employ the terminology 
of the Latins by saying that “it is perfectly reasonable, and indeed 
sanctioned by usage, for us to use different names for substances which 
we recognize as being the subjects of quite different acts or accidents” 
(Descartes 1984 : 124). The marked discomfort expressed by Descartes 
underscores just how self-conscious the break from the Second Age of 
Understanding really was. Manifesting a keen awareness that the word 
“subject” originally stood for some mind-independent existent, it is telling 
that Cartesian dualism originally would have preferred not to label the 
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private experiences of the res cogitans “subjectivity”. 

As things stand, the deliberate Peircean policy was overtaken 
by a fortuitous Saussurean dynamic, as collective linguistic usage 
consummated the paradigmatic reversal : an avant-guarde proposal in 
speculative philosophy eventually became common sense — and this, 
in spite of Descartes’ initial terminological reservations. 

Deely’s refiguring of the history of philosophy returns periodically to a 
key point : the accidental or sometimes intentional shifting of meanings 
in the process of either translating works from one cultural system to 
another, or reinventing parallel constructs working in the service of human 
understanding. Both of these processes created capricious turns in the 
thrusts and results of inquiry through time, rendering it necessary in our time 
to renegotiate some texts we may now regard as prominently foundational. 
Even more interesting, it appears that at points along the way, especially in 
the modern period, philosophers inspired by ancient texts, aspiring to work 
in continuity with them, have sometimes projected quite new appreciations 
of the world onto them. (Haworth and Prewitt 2010 : 54)

Indeed, by the time we reach the first edition of the Critique of Pure 
Reason in 1781, Hobbes’ proposed terminology has become the norm, 
such that Kant no longer feels it necessary to mention any departure 
from the once-accepted scholastic usage : “I, as a thinking being, am the 
absolute subject of all my possible judgments, and this representation 
of Myself cannot be used as the predicate of any other thing” (Kant 
1998 : 415-416 [emphasis in original]).

There are always gradual changes in how words are used. It is not 
often, however, that the semantic content of a given linguistic vehicle 
makes a complete about-face. Ironically, this abrupt transformation 
does not in this instance ignore previous definitions : the technical term 
“subject” is still construed as an enduring entity which has transient 
predicates. The only difference — and it is a huge one — is that for the 
Modern mindset the only thing that fits the bill is oneself. We can retrace 
this shift by looking at the meaning of the philosophical term “subject”. 
As the historian of ideas Richard Tarnas puts it, with Descartes 

Rational man knows his own awareness to be certain, and entirely distinct 
from the external world of material substance, which is epistemologically 
less certain and perceptible only as object. Thus res cogitans — thinking 
substance, subjective experience, spirit, consciousness, that which man 
perceives as within — was understood as fundamentally different and 
separate from res extensa [...]. (1993 : 277)

Although the task of pinpointing the precise date when this shift 
manifested itself in natural linguistic usage is best left to lexicographers, I 
have proposed that the philosophical rupture from the subject-construed-
as-a-worldly-thing to the subject-construed-as-a-solipsist-mental-
activity can be traced back to Descartes’ introspective reflections on the 
piece of wax. Henceforth, we are left with two incompatible — indeed 
incommensurate — interpretations of what can be properly regarded as 
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a subject : 

In the scholastic tradition there are ‘subjects’ considered in themselves 
— that is, apart from being known (whether people or things). [...] With the 
modern shift from ontology to epistemology (typified by Descartes), ‘sub-
jective’ has come to mean the perception of a ‘psychological subject’ [...]. 
(Bains 2006 : 50-51)

Whether that momentous turn towards interiority is cause for 
celebration or chagrin is a question outside the purview of the present 
inquiry (Deely certainly opts for the latter gloss). Still, it seems fair to say 
that something was lost in the process. Indeed, how many contemporary 
theorists truly incorporate the idea that trees and rocks “out there” 
enjoy a bona fide subjectivity — that it is they and they alone which 
guarantee their continuance amidst time and change? It is safe to say 
that any attempt to remedy this situation would have to reach back 
farther than Descartes to find genial philosophical resources. In this 
respect, John Deely’s ambitious semiotic project is surely on the right 
track. But the very desire to go past Descartes effectively pays homage 
to his epoch-making historical import. The issues I have addressed are 
arguably more consequential for a discussion of the sign and its action 
than Galileo’s quarrel with religious authority. Accordingly, I submit that 
the Meditations on First Philosophy must assume its rightful place as a 
founding text that is to Modernity what Peirce’s “New List of Categories” 
is (or, rather, may become) to a nascent Post-Modernity.

Unfortunately, aside from authoring tangible advances in 
historical scholarship, Deely’s salvage attempt in more straightforward 
argumentative contexts has been somewhat blunt : he has simply 
committed himself without much comment to consistently deploying the 
terms “subject” and its cognates in a manner diametrically opposed to 
current (Cartesian) usage. Consider for example the following passage 
from Four Ages of Understanding : “The point is that the physical 
environment is one thing, the world as a particular organism is aware 
of it is something quite — not entirely, yet quite — different. The former 
is the subjective or physical world, the world where things exist whether 
or not they are cognized” (Deely 2001 : 5-6). The reader unaware of 
Deely’s commitments could be forgiven for thinking that a gross spelling 
mistake has been made here.

This raises important questions about proper choice of terminology. 
If a given term suddenly takes on a meaning opposite to what it originally 
meant, should someone who wishes to adhere to its former meaning 
try to single-handedly redress the situation, or should one forgo such 
a retrieval as futile and pick a different label altogether? Peirce himself 
thought it best later in life to relinquish the term “pragmatism” (even 
though it can be argued that Peirce never really disowned the basic 
tenets at hand; see Houser 2010). Deely, by contrast, is redoubling 
his efforts where Peirce would have thrown in the towel, attempting a 
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terminological recovery that would have to overturn several centuries 
of concerted philosophic and lay usage in order to succeed.

There is definitely something romantic about witnessing such an 
effort. Still, given that the terminological switch championed by Deely is 
liable to confuse (and in point of fact has confused) so many readers, it 
deserves a more ample explanation. Yet to my knowledge, no accessible 
account has surfaced within the semiotic community to explain (in a non-
militant way) the background issues that prompt Deely’s radical reversal 
(it certainly doesn’t help that Deely disdainfully regards Modernity in 
its entirety as “fly-over country,” pace the unfortunate comment in his 
2007 : xvii; see Jeffreys 2010). My hope is that, in addition to proposing 
a more accurate boundary between the Latin Age and Modernity, this 
essay will have supplied that much-needed rationale.
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Abstract
The goal of this article is twofold. First, it revises the historiographic partition 

proposed by John Deely in Four Ages of Understanding (2001) by arguing that 
the moment marking the beginning of philosophical Modernity has been vividly 
recorded in Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy with the experiment with the 
wax. Second, an upshot of this historical study is that it helps make sense of Deely’s 
somewhat iconoclastic use of the words “subject” and “subjectivity” to designate 
mind-independent worldly things. The hope is that successfully accomplishing these 
twin tasks will give semiotic inquiry a better appreciation of its own history, as well 
as resources genial to furthering its ongoing development.

Résumé
Cet article se donne deux buts. Premièrement, il remet en question le découpage 

historiographique proposé par John Deely dans Four Ages of Understanding (2001) 
en soutenant que la genèse de la Modernité philosophique se trouve dans les pages 
des Méditations métaphysiques de Descartes avec la réflexion sur le morceau de 
cire. Deuxièmement, un atout de cette étude historique est qu’elle permet de rendre 
compte de l’usage plutôt iconoclaste des mots “sujet” et “subjectif” par Deely pour 
désigner les choses du monde indépendantes de la pensée. L’espoir est que le fait 
de mener à bien ces deux tâches donnera à la recherche sémiotique une meilleure 
appréciation de son histoire, ainsi que des ressources lui permettant de poursuivre 
sa croissance actuelle.
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A Note on M. Barbieri’s  
“Scientific Biosemiotics”

Marc Champagne
York University, Canada

A recent article in this journal1 caught my attention, and prompted me 
to voice reservations I initially had reservations about voicing. Upon 
quoting the fairly noncommittal definition of the sign as nothing 

more than a triadic relation — “A interprets B as representing C”2— Mar-
cello Barbieri questions whether this (Peircean) model is still appropriate 
for the “extension of semiosis to the animal world and to the entire living 
world”. That statement, as it stands, is quite puzzling. What “extension” 
could he possibly be talking about, given the model’s wide applicability? 
If the definition contained some reference to strictly human use, professor 
Barbieri’s worry would make more sense. But it seems to me that something 
has gone amiss when one claims that the very thesis which warranted the 
study of non-human sign-use in the first place is not suited for the study of 
non-human sign-use.

If ever there was a case of ladder discarding, this is it.
Pondering this issue in greater depth eventually dispelled my puzzlement. 

When T. Sebeok wrote that “semiosis presupposes the axiomatic identity of 
the semiosphere with the biosphere”, the official narrative has been that he 
was carrying semiotics into bold new fields of application. Barbieri, however,3 
interprets Sebeok as rather limiting semiosis to a new enclosure. To be 
sure, this territory is far more expansive than the one Saussure originally 
envisioned. What matters is not the area allotted, but the fact that in either 
case the boundaries that were set reflect the comfort zone of a particular 
theorist, not the internal demands of an inquiry into signs proper. Barbieri, 

1. Barbieri 2008.
2. Barbieri 2008: 32, citing from Posner et al. 1997: 4.
3. Barbieri 2008, citing Sebeok 2001: 68.
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for example,4 produces a generic mathematical function “f(x) = y” and then 
promptly rejects the view, suggested by Taborsky,5 that would describe “f ” 
as an interpretant. No substantive reason is offered, other than that doing 
so would be queer, and would conflict with the assumption that semiosis is 
essentially something living things do.

Ask the average person and that person will likely tell you — quite confi-
dently — that signs consist in traffic signals and words. When the overarching 
notion of sign (as defined solely by a special type of relation) is presented to 
the public at large (and certain university departments), the standard reac-
tion, in effect, is that “that’s just crazy”. Nothing has hampered the growth of 
semiotics as much as its mission of overcoming this prejudice on principled 
grounds, precisely because it requires challenging strongly-held intuitions. 
It is disheartening, then, to see a biosemiotician declare that since “f(x) = y” 
does not conform to what he thinks a sign should look like, then the Peircean 
model is not for him and should be tailored accordingly.

But if in the end the best that one can do is point to certain unforeseen 
consequences of the triadic model and say “that’s just crazy”, then what the 
debate really boils down to is a contest of intuitions.6 What’s all this elaborate 
theorizing for, anyway, if unreflective inclinations are invested with a power 
to veto whatever upsets them? By that standard, Saussure’s linguistic angle 
at least had the virtue of saving more widespread intuitions. Indeed, the 
grip of “folk semiotic theories” is so implacable that John Deely believes7 it 
“unlikely that the practice of referring to the sign-vehicle simply as ‘sign’ will 
ever fall fully to desuetude”. Perhaps this is why Deely recently reported8 on 
a “would-be insurgency” whose goal is to “cast away everything that changes 
the playing field established by Saussure’s notion of the arbitrariness of signs”. 
Conservative adherence to Saussure’s foundational vision is, in Deely’s view, 
myopic (and I would very much agree).

Still, I fail to see, if one commits a grave mistake by identifying the triadic 
sign with its vehicular component, how does that same move become somehow 
praiseworthy when, as in Barbieri’s case, what is being latched on to is the 
interpretant? Professor Barbieri assumes without ado9 that “interpretation” 
is a macroscopic act which only “organisms that have a nervous system” can 
undertake. Again, most lay people would incline to agree. But “interpretation” 

4. Ibid. 33.
5. Taborsky 1999: 601.
6. For a survey of the questionable role of intuitions in abstract inquiries, see DePaul 

and Ramsey (1998).
7. Deely 2004: 17.
8. Deely 2006: 22.
9. Barbieri 2008: 33.
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in semiotics is a technical term, one which is assigned a strict definition, where 
the term “interpretant” replaces “interpreter”, in fact.

Not that there is anything inherently wrong with organisms having ner-
vous systems — I happen to have one myself. But a guiding methodological 
principle of any inquiry is to first slough-off all that does not directly bear 
upon the subject-matter at hand. Peirce, a logician trained in the attainment 
of maximal parsimony, ardently sought to avoid burdening the inquiry into 
signs with supplementary assumptions which, whether harmless or not, are 
nevertheless irrelevant (much in the same way that a general concept like 
“negative reinforcement” does not specify if a subject was accidentally or 
deliberately burned by fire or hit by a stick). Granted that the concerns of 
biologists are not simply the same as those of a logician; even so, to stipulate 
as Barbieri does that a sign is interpreted only if the transaction brings into 
play a nervous system is no better than saying that a sign is a sign only if part 
of it is spoken (Saussure’s pet dogma). Not only does this excess “folk” bag-
gage, while catering to “traditional” usage, do no explanatory work, it latches 
onto one component of the triadic sign at the expense of the others, a move 
which robs the adjective “triadic” of its very purpose.10 Barbieri thus defends 
the need for his code-based alternative only because he unwarrantedly grafts 
a handicap on the accepted triadic model, which is designed to elucidate any 
instance of semiosis, cellular or otherwise.

Barbieri opens the inaugural issue of the journal Biosemiotics by writing 
that11 “The first postulate [of biosemiotics] is the idea that semiosis is unique 

10. In a similar vein, no one has yet explained to me why, if Charles W. Morris betrayed 
the essence of Peirce’s semiotic by requiring the contribution of an interpreter (see Deledalle 
2001), Thomas A. Sebeok is somehow to be hailed as the vanguard of the Peircean project 
even though he made “being alive” a necessary and sufficient condition of semiosis — no mere 
“sop” this, but a veritable “buffet to Cerberus” (this remark, by the way, is an inkblot: does it 
mean a negative reappraisal of Sebeok’s semiotic, or a positive reappraisal of Morris’?).

11. Barbieri 2008a: 2. Although I’ve been made plainly aware of growing discomforts with 
this formula, I have taken it for granted that Marcello Barbieri — an Italian embryologist who 
currently occupies the position of Editor-in-Chief of the flagship journal Biosemiotics — speaks 
with enough authority to warrant my making some of his remarks the focal point of a brief 
critical commentary. For the record, here is what comes immediately before the foundational 
statement quoted: “The differences between the initial approaches, however, have not completely 
disappeared and survive to this day in the form of different ‘schools’ of biosemiotics. There is 
therefore a genuine pluralism in the field, but also a common goal. ... Today, there are at least 
two basic principles, or postulates, that are accepted by most biosemioticians and that represent 
a sort of ‘minimal unity’ in biosemiotics” (Barbieri 2008a: 2; emphasis added). Moreover, the 
formulation, I am told, was the fruit of concerted meetings and discussions held in Europe 
(“guilt by association” is, I’m afraid, a pitfall of association generally). To be sure, that doesn’t 
mean the current playing field is frozen in place, once and for all. But not only do I not see it 
as my business to rescue a project I disavow from its internal hardships, I actually think the 
idea that “semiosis is unique to life” (ibid.) enunciated by Barbieri captures quite faithfully T. 
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to life”. Casting this assertion in point form gives it an air of being scientific. 
But that rhetorical effect to the side, the postulate as Barbieri lays it down 
amounts to nothing more than a combination of unreflective metaphysics 
and primitive inclinations. As the literature on biosemiotics grows (as such 
enterprises are wont to do), the corpus’ mass will nevertheless leave wholly 
untouched the fact that at the heart of it all, at least for those who accept 
Barbieri’s construction of Sebeok’s view, lies an assumption which is as unde-
fended — and indefensible — as Saussure’s assertion that semiotics should 
study “la vie des signes au sein de la vie sociale” (1916: 33) — a tenet which 
also spawned many journals.12 Which of these competing “postulates” should 
one adopt? Well, to echo a famous saying, those who like this kind of thing 
will find it the kind of thing that they like. Not surprisingly, philosophers of 
mind hold that representation is inherently a mental phenomenon; linguists 
hold that it is social; biologists hold that it is organic; etc. So much for the 
(laudable) thesis that what essentially characterizes a sign is a relation patently 
indifferent to the ‘accidents’ that carve up such divisions.

These remarks are not to be taken as an endorsement of “pansemiotism”, the 
view that the universe consists exclusively of an action of signs. The situation 
is not such that anybody who dares call into question the pertinence of life 
for the study of signs ipso facto thinks rocks talk amongst themselves. Barbieri 
states matter-of-factly13 that whosoever adopts a more liberal construal of 
interpretation than he does perforce believes that “semiosis exists everywhere 
in the universe”. Such a false disjunction — with a straw man on one side and 
a promised land on the other — is both uncharitable and self-serving. At any 
rate, the supposed inference from triadicity to “pansemiotism” does not follow. 
To say that “A interprets B as representing C” may be noncommittal, but make 
no mistake: it does not necessarily include everything, and in fact excludes a great 
many things (most notably brute altercations occurring between two things).

Peirce insisted14 that a representamen must be capable of determining 
an interpretant which will “assume the same triadic relation to its Object”. 
Thus, any representamen which does its job of “renvoi” correctly stains by that 
very fact its interpretant with this semiotic role, such that the interpretant 

Sebeok’s original proposal (although, in fairness, Sebeok liked to keep his options open in a 
way Barbieri’s more dismissive comments do not mirror).

12. Asking for a review of the mounting primary and secondary literature on biosemiotics 
would therefore totally miss the point. It would be akin to a builder who, faced with some 
ominous cracks in the foundations, adds more storeys to the edifice in the hope of remedying 
the situation. Such a response, to my mind, is endemic of a bad (Kuhnian) epistemology, which 
basically holds that one can run a science on a little abduction and lots of ink.

13. Barbieri 2008: 33.
14. Peirce 1903: EP 2.272.
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in question is henceforth “capable of determining a Third of its own”15 and 
lead interpretation to the same object. This provides non-arbitrary theoretic 
constraints which robustly rule out candidates. If a sunflower turns westward 
and a marmot, not wishing to look at the sun, takes the sunflower as an index 
that the sun is setting, that marmot will be an interpretant if and only if some 
further party (whatever it is) could, without recourse to the sunflower, use the 
marmot (as a reliable information-carrier) to determine whether the sun is 
setting. The marmot in this example thereby qualifies as an interpretant — but 
not in virtue of its privileged biological constitution. As for the nondescript 
“further party”, it too must meet this criterion; nothing more is required.16

All of this can be rigorously established on semiotic (not biosemiotic) 
grounds which abstain from gratuitous metaphysical speculations. Now 
one may want to criticize all this, and such criticisms may be triggered in 
part because the theory in question clashes with one’s intuitions. But simply 
reporting the counter-intuitiveness one experiences when contemplating the 
proposal (i.e., that “that’s just crazy”) does not suffice. At the very least, such 
an emotional appeal does not square well with pretensions of scientificity.

Biology is broader in scope than linguistics; no one will dispute that. But 
directing attention to this uncontested feature and claiming that it somehow 
betokens an advance only masks the fact that “Semiotics is formally entitled 
to take possession of a theoretical heritage which has not been borrowed from 
outside for it was born from inside” (Eco 1979: 251), such that the predilections 
of established academic disciplines are irrelevant to a well-conducted inquiry 
into signs. Sadly, our poorly-institutionalized field has attracted a chaperon 
once again, as many semioticians now scramble to acquire in biology the cre-
dentials and idiomatic skills they would have erstwhile sought in linguistics.17 
In the short span between the decline of the linguistic paradigm and the rise of 

15. Ibid., EP 2.273; emphasis added.
16. Likewise, if from a mathematical function “f ” no one can ever determine, for any given 

value of “x” other than an original one, what “y” is, then that function cannot be an interpretant. 
If “pansemiotism” meant “anything goes”, then Barbieri could have just as easily used “1+5+67” 
as his example. Surely the description of “f(x) = y” as a semiotic triad, whatever its ultimate 
merit, enjoys greater motivation than saying that “5” is an interpretant in “1+5+67”. That a 
specific type of relation (and not others) was singled out by Taborsky (1999) attests to a rationale 
which is not haphazard, and suggests that such ventures are not completely devoid of prima 
facie interest or promise.

17. See for example Cobley 2008: 517. Just to be clear, this is not because biologists 
are domineering, but because semioticians have until now had a tendency to be insecure. If 
a physicist announced to mathematicians (whose abstract toolbox she employs) that they 
had to abandon irrational numbers because, say, the fact that no straightforward method of 
computation can be implemented makes such notions spooky, mathematicians would not 
comply — and this on principled (not just Kuhnian) grounds.
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the biological one, some of us have been fortunate enough to catch a glimpse 
of what semiotics could and should be: a confident inquiry in its own right.

I don’t want to be misunderstood: a “semiotics of life” is warranted, over-
due, and very much welcomed ( just as one can carry out a “semiotics of mind” 
without being mentalistic). In fact, preliminary investigations into the topic 
have already begun to enrich our view of nature’s complexity in a way that 
cannot fail to capture the attention of semiotician and scientist alike. But if 
the blueprint put forth in professor Barbieri’s article is any indication, all a 
“scientific biosemiotics” is bound to accomplish is “bouger le mal de place”.
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          Explaining the Qualitative Dimension of 
Consciousness: Prescission Instead of 
Reifi cation 

        MARC       CHAMPAGNE                 York University  

        ABSTRACT: This paper suggests that it is largely a want of notional distinctions 
which fosters the “explanatory gap” that has beset the study of consciousness since 
T. Nagel’s revival of the topic. Modifying Ned Block’s controversial claim that we 
should countenance a “phenomenal-consciousness” which exists in its own right, 
we argue that there is a way to recuperate the intuitions he appeals to without en-
gaging in an onerous reifi cation of the facet in question. By renewing with the full 
type/token/tone trichotomy developed by C. S. Peirce, we think the distinctness 
Block (rightly) calls attention to can be seen as stemming not from any separate 
module lurking within the mind, but rather from our ability to  prescind  qualities 
from occurrences.   

   RÉSUMÉ : Cet article suggère que «le fossé dans l’explication» qui tracasse la ré-
fl exion sur la conscience depuis le renouveau instauré par T. Nagel est dû en grande 
partie à un défaut de distinctions notionnelles. En modifi ant l’affi rmation controversée 
de Ned Block que nous devrions accepter la présence d’une «conscience-phénoménale» 
ayant une existence propre, nous soutenons qu’il est possible de récupérer les intuitions 
qui sous-tendent cette proposition sans pour autant endosser une trop coûteuse réifi cation 
de la facette en question. En recouvrant la trichotomie complète en « type/token/tone » 
développée par C. S. Peirce, nous croyons que la spécifi cité sur laquelle Block attire 
(avec justesse) l’attention peut être conçue comme découlant non pas d’un quelconque 
module opérant furtivement dans l’esprit, mais bien de notre capacité de préscinder les 
qualités des occurrences.       
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    It’s not hard to see how philosophers have tied themselves into such knots over qua-
lia. They started where anyone with any sense would start: with their strongest and 
clearest intuitions about their own minds. Those intuitions, alas, form a mutually 
self-supporting closed circle of doctrines, imprisoning their imaginations in the Car-
tesian Theater.  

 Daniel C. Dennett,  Consciousness Explained , 1991  

     [I]f we ask what has been the impact of semiotics upon philosophy over the course 
of the 20 th  century, to answer anything beyond “marginal” would be an exaggera-
tion. This situation, as I read it, is about to change dramatically.  

 John N. Deely, “The Impact of Semiotics on Philosophy” (paper delivered at the 
fi rst annual homage to Oscar Parland, University of Helsinki, December 1, 2000)  

    Introduction 
 Apparently, it is a little-known fact that the type/token distinction should be 
 threefold ; the notion unwarrantedly left-out being the  tone . Although one could 
seek to redress this harmful omission purely in the name of exegetic fi delity, 
heeding C. S. Peirce’s complete type/token/tone trichotomy can actually help 
current philosophy out of many quagmires. Specifi cally, the notion of tone 
seems tailor-made to explain the qualitative aspect of consciousness. One of 
the leading concerns animating contemporary philosophy of mind is that no 
matter how good a scientifi c account is, it will leave out the feeling of “what 
it’s like” to be conscious. The topic is a particularly hot one at the moment, and 
has grown into an industry of industrious arguments for and against (see for 
example Wright  2008 ). But if the thesis we recommend in this paper is correct, 
much of this effort is misplaced. Unfortunately, we think philosophers of mind 
are grappling with their elusive object of study by means of a notional biparti-
tion fundamentally ill-suited to the task. 

 Our endeavour will be part history of philosophy, part pure philosophy, 
and—hopefully—part future of philosophy as well. We shall look back at the 
past with a critical eye, identify a missed opportunity, and present a remedia-
tion of this situation that (among other benefi ts) points the way to a better 
theoretical understanding of conscious life. We will begin by recapping in ge-
neric form a common contemporary take on the mind-body problem (section 
1). In an effort to recover some lost insights that might have important reper-
cussions for that debate, we will outline the historical thrust animating Peirce’s 
work (section 2), and then present in an abstract fashion the categorial schema 
which undergirds his type/token/tone distinction (section 3). With this two-
pronged diachronic-synchronic retrieval in place, we will stake out how pre-
scission might offer a better way to account for qualia (section 4). As a case 
study on the benefi ts of this conception, we will analyze Ned Block’s contro-
versial ideas about “phenomenal-consciousness” (section 5), and see whether 
they might profi t from being reformulated in terms of the complete trichotomy 
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previously canvassed (section 6). Although this article is intended mainly as a 
contribution intersecting semiotics and philosophy of mind, we will end by 
addressing some likely metaphysical concerns (section 7). 

 Our goal throughout will be not to corner the reader into some argumenta-
tive “clincher” aggressively forcing her to adopt a given thesis, but rather to lay 
out an alternative way of “picturing” a particularly troublesome aspect of the 
cognitive situation. The issue of whether to take up a certain perspective in-
stead of another is what Rudolf Carnap would have called an “external” ques-
tion. This doesn’t mean, however, that there is no fact of the matter or that the 
choice is wholly unconstrained; it just means people are always free to choose. 
Now fecundity is surely a factor in such decisions, as is long-term promise. But 
primitive proclivities are undoubtedly strong determinants as well, and can 
sometimes issue vetoes in the face of more rational considerations. One would 
hope, however, that reigning intuitions can eventually be exchanged for better 
ones, if there is a genuine openness to the prospect. Such a project is admit-
tedly ambitious—some would no doubt say exceedingly so. Still, it is this op-
timistic assumption which has driven our bid.   

 1. What it’s like 
 Very few theorists drawn to the study of consciousness demonstrate much incli-
nation for historical matters. That is understandable enough. After all, the seem-
ingly intractable mysteries of subjective experience are arguably as far as one 
can get from publicly-observable events long past. Perhaps this explains why, in 
spite of the fact that pretty much everyone agrees that the mind-body problem 
as we know it essentially begins with the refl ections of Descartes, few theorists 
actually consider the question from such a wide historical angle. As we shall see 
in the next section, this is not without its consequences. Be that as it may, most 
contemporary accounts of the debate over the nature of consciousness tend to 
adopt a more proximate starting point. So that’s where we’ll start too. 

 A fi tting moment in this regard (to choose but one notable landmark) is 
Thomas Nagel’s  1974  essay “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” As Paul Churchland 
writes, “Nagel’s compact argument is a prominent fl ag around which much 
antireductive opinion has rallied” (1996, p. 196). Indeed, the paper deserves 
mention for the manner in which it defi antly challenged the then-prevalent 
“wave of reductionist euphoria” (Nagel [ 1974 ] 1997, p. 519).  1   But Nagel’s 
polemic was no mere curiosity, and went on to fi nd a wider audience (and con-
tribute to a weakening of its opponents) precisely because it gave voice to a 
compelling intuition most feel should be binding for explanations of conscious-
ness generally. If Frege’s militant anti-psychologism marked the beginning 
of a long period of disrepute for the very idea of consciousness in many 
philosophical circles, Nagel’s work heralded a resurgence of interest in the 
topic. Such a return was in all likelihood inevitable, and the central merit of 
Nagel’s paper is that it craftily goaded that all-too-human trait, curiosity. As 
Gary Gutting remarks, “Those with strong naturalist inclinations are free to 
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give up thinking about issues that do not admit of rigorous empirical treatment. 
But doing so will not eliminate the body of traditionally philosophical issues 
that cannot be so treated, nor the general human need to engage such issues” 
(1998, p. 11). Although the vocabulary itself was (and remains) rather coarse, 
Nagel’s original idea of an elusive “what it’s like” dimension proper to con-
scious life captured an important aspect that is seemingly left out by most 
theoretical accounts. 

 By its very nature, the idea Nagel gestured at makes for a very slippery ob-
ject of discourse. Colin McGinn, for instance, borrows the biological perspec-
tive adopted by Nagel and turns it on its head. We shall never know what it’s 
like to be a bat, Nagel argued, because as life forms we simply shall never be 
bats. McGinn basically accepts this argument, but then gives it a refl exive 
twist. On this view, our humanity may give us enough insight into ourselves to 
have an intuitive sense that there is something “it is like” for us to be the con-
scious beings we are; however, that same humanity prevents our inquiries from 
attaining a robust theoretical comprehension of this qualitative facet. As a re-
sult, McGinn suggests that just “as traditional theologians found themselves 
conceding cognitive closure with respect to certain of the properties of God, so 
we should look seriously at the idea that the mind-body problem brings us 
bang up against the limits of our capacity to understand the world” ([1989] 
1997, p. 532). If this turns out to be correct and the worries which are typically 
brought on by the study of consciousness are fundamentally the product of an 
insurmountable impediment, then it is diffi cult to see what theorists could do 
about that fact—save commit themselves to some sort of methodological em-
bargo on all things subjective. For those who believe the diffi culties at hand are 
of this nature, such renunciation is not an option, but a  fait accompli . 

 That strategy would of course reprise the general leitmotif of most twenti-
eth-century Anglo-American philosophizing about consciousness, human or 
otherwise. Such resignation notwithstanding,  2   it seems right to acknowledge 
that despite its relative remoteness from the standpoint of theory, each of us 
knows intimately what it’s like to enjoy conscious experience. Fully aware of 
how much explanation-worthy material is left behind when we refuse to tackle 
the issue of “what it’s like” for us to be the sorts of beings we are,  3   Nagel’s 
essay thus made it a point to push for a more hopeful gloss of the situation, 
provocatively spurring the troops to action, as it were. For it could very well be 
that the diffi culties which accompany inquiries into the “what it’s like” side of 
consciousness are  epistemological . If this is so, then it seems more reasonable 
to hope that the diffi culties can indeed be overcome—if only through an ardu-
ous re-conceptualization of our basic assumptions. 

 As Nagel cleverly points out, we would likely scoff at a Martian race’s con-
tention that their (supposedly exhaustive) reductionist account of our species 
shows our conscious experiences to be illusory: “We know they would be 
wrong to draw such a skeptical conclusion because we know what it is like to 
be us” ([1974] 1997, p. 521). Truth be told, we generally scoff at humans too 
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when they make that remarkable claim. In any event, such a privileged insight 
provides the theorist with a point of entry to exploit; thereby reviving hopes 
that a rigorous solution to the diffi culties at hand, no matter how elusive, might 
be in the offi ng. In fact, Nagel underscored that while this qualitative aspect of 
our cognitive lives “includes an enormous amount of variation and complexity, 
and while we do not possess the vocabulary to describe it adequately, its sub-
jective character is  highly specifi c , and in some respects  describable  in terms 
that can be understood only by creatures like us” (ibid.; our emphasis). 

 Nagel’s work thus left subsequent Anglo-American philosophizing in a pe-
culiar situation. On the one hand, it contributed to a revival of interest in the 
question of “what it’s like” to be conscious, adding enough of a biological-
 cum -cognitive twist to the standard mind-body problem to make it palatable 
again. But while Nagel refused to neatly segregate the two aspects into incom-
mensurate domains, he vividly underscored the epistemological diffi culties 
that await any attempt at bridging the apparent divide, stressing that while 
“[p]erhaps a theoretical form can be devised for the purpose, . . . such a solution, 
if it exists, lies in the distant intellectual future” (Nagel [ 1974]  1997, p. 519). 
This prompts McGinn to remark that “[d]espite his reputation for pessimism 
over the mind-body problem, a careful reading of Nagel reveals an optimistic 
strain in his thought” ([1989] 1997, p. 540 n. 9). While Nagel himself was 
reticent to speculate about what an adequate account of consciousness would 
look like, there was indeed something prophetic in the way he chose to con-
clude his classic paper:

  At present we are completely unequipped to think about the subjective character of 
experience without relying on the imagination—without taking up the point of view 
of the experiential subject.  This should be regarded as a challenge to form new con-
cepts and devise a new method — an objective phenomenology not dependent on em-
pathy or the imagination .   (Nagel [ 1974]  1997, p. 525; our emphasis)  

  What we want to do now is try and show that one need not look to the “dis-
tant intellectual future” to fi nd the “objective phenomenology” Nagel called 
for. Specifi cally, we believe the materials needed to assemble such a robust 
perspective already exist in semiotics. As we shall see shortly, not only does 
that tradition benefi t from theoretical foundations that  pre-date  the quagmire 
Descartes bequeathed philosophical modernity, but its quasi-logical organon 
is perfectly suited to answer Nagel’s central desideratum, namely to “think 
about the subjective character of experience . . . without taking up the point of 
view of the experiential subject” (ibid.). Granted, one must be on guard against 
falling prey to a facile nostalgia which “holds that all major problems have 
already been solved—or, at least, that a framework for the solution has been 
provided—by some great philosopher of the past” (Gutting  1998 , pp. 12 n. 5ff). 
But when the facts indeed speak to the availability of pre-existing materials, 
one must be careful not to turn a blind eye to such resources. Let us then go 
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back further in time than the contemporary starting point we provisionally 
adopted.   

 2. Recovering a discarded patrimony 
 The day a rebellious young René Descartes walked out the door of the Jesuit 
college of La Flèche for the last time, we all did. Given that the Frenchman’s 
once-eccentric grievances with scholastic philosophy went on to shape the 
landscape of discursive acceptability for centuries to come, it is something of 
an irony that the thinker who would go on to challenge  that  orthodoxy would 
also turn out to be a freethinking iconoclast. Indeed, some time in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, a scientist and mathematician by the name of 
Charles Sanders Peirce, gripped as he was by an unshakeable conviction in the 
powers of logic ever since he read Richard Whatley’s  Elements of Logic  in his 
youth, took it upon himself to engage in a detailed study of that discipline’s 
underpinnings (see Brent  1998 , p. 48). That lifelong project would eventually 
lead him to breach the methodological imperative that had basically defi ned 
the modern mindset since Descartes: “Thou shalt not learn from the Latins”—
to borrow John Deely’s acerbic but telling characterization in his monumental 
 Four Ages of Understanding  (2001, p. 613). As Deely recounts:

  From Scotus in particular, but also from Fonseca and the Conimbricenses, [Peirce] 
picked up the trail of the sign. He was never able to follow it as far as the text of 
Poinsot.… Nonetheless, what he picked up from the later Latins was more than 
enough to convince him that the way of signs, however buried in the underbrush it 
had become since the moderns made the mistake of going the way of ideas instead, 
was the road to the future. (ibid.)  

  Just as Paul Churchland ( 1988)  wants his own brand of “eliminativism” to 
be distinguished from the more subdued “reductionism” advocated by other 
scientifi cally-minded naturalists, so it is more accurate to say that the semiotic 
inquiry taken up by Peirce is not “anti-Cartesian” but rather  non -Cartesian. 
Such a characterization would seem to hold not only theoretically but histori-
cally as well. Historically, the most succinct defi nition of the sign is the scho-
lastic “ Aliquid stat pro aliquo ”—literally “Something stands for something 
else;” a defi nition which, as stated, does not prejudge whether the relation at 
hand is conventional or natural. Although the neutrality implicit in this defi ni-
tion went on to fi nd its most explicit expression only in the seventeenth century 
with John Poinsot’s  Tractatus de Signis  ([1632] 2009),  4   the generic medieval 
formula dates back to Augustine, a pivotal fi gure whose synoptic sensitivities 
led “to the fi rst construction in the history of Western thought that deserves to 
be called semiotic” (Todorov  1992 , pp. 56-57).  5   

 Striving to further develop these radically non-Cartesian conceptions, Peirce 
took the Latin notion of  signum  to a new level of theoretical sophistication. In 
the course of his studies, Peirce came to hold in particularly high regard the 
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writings of John Duns Scotus (see Boler  1963 ), a Franciscan philosopher and 
theologian whose nuanced doctrines merited him the moniker “the Subtle Doc-
tor.” As he explained,

  The works of Duns Scotus have strongly infl uenced me. If his logic and metaphysics, 
not slavishly worshipped, but torn away from its medievalism, be adapted to modern 
culture, under continual wholesome reminders of nominalistic criticisms, I am con-
vinced that it will go far toward supplying the philosophy which is best to harmonize 
with physical science. (Peirce  1931 -58, vol. 1, para. 6)  

  Central to Scotus’ position was a specifi c sort of separation which—as the 
scholastic catchphrase goes—is “more than nominal but less than real.” Peter 
King handily summarizes the notion as follows: “The core intuition behind 
Scotus’s formal distinction is, roughly, that  existential inseparability does not 
entail identity in defi nition , backed up by the conviction that this is a fact 
about the way things are rather than how we conceive of them” (in Williams 
 2003 , p. 22; our emphasis). The intellectual setting that spawned this distinc-
tion by Scotus was originally theological, being part of a concerted argumen-
tative defence (from early-Christian times onward) against accusations of 
polytheism:

  How can one reconcile the doctrine of the Trinity with a belief in the unity and sim-
plicity of God? . . . The problems posed by the Trinity supplied the impetus for the 
development of the distinction…. Of course, it was not the  only  fi eld of application, 
and the formal distinction came to be invoked in solving a host of purely philo-
sophical problems.   (Jordan  1984 , p. 1)  

  As it turns out, religious controversies begot a technical arsenal perfectly 
suited to tackle the study of signs. Indeed, one of Peirce’s most important con-
tributions to semiotic theory was his Scotus-inspired realization that, if one 
wants to rigorously and systematically unpack all that is implied by the mis-
leadingly obvious notion of “sign,” then one must recognize that every sign 
manifests both an unbreakable  unity  (as a sign whose signifi cance is transpar-
ently given “in a fl ash,” as it were) and a  multiplicity  (as a “step-by-step” pas-
sage from a sign-vehicle to that which it re-presents). Construing any of the 
components that go into making representation possible as things somehow 
capable of existing without the collaboration of the others may not obliterate 
them metaphysically, but it  eo ipso  robs them all of the very signifi cance that 
allows them to serve useful cognitive functions. Thus, if we dissect a sign any 
further and start reifying the various parts we have uncovered, we effectively 
destroy what we wanted to study in the fi rst place, and ensure that these no 
longer have any representational value.  Mutatis mutandis , construing the sign 
as some airtight atom which refl ective thought cannot penetrate would drain all 
the properties that make it a sign. 



152 Dialogue

 Peirce fi rst presented his crucial thesis to the  American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences  in 1867, in a paper titled “On a New List of Categories.” By no means 
the most mature of his papers (there is for instance a lingering commitment to 
“substance” that will be pruned soon thereafter), that curt text nevertheless an-
nounced to the modern world a rich but forgotten way of approaching some 
perennial questions of philosophy.

  Exclusive attention consists in a defi nite conception or supposition of one part of an 
object, without any supposition of the other. Abstraction or prescision  6   ought to be 
carefully distinguished from two other modes of mental separation, which may be 
termed discrimination and dissociation. Discrimination has to do merely with the 
essenses of terms, and only draws a distinction in meaning. Dissociation is that sepa-
ration which, in the absence of a constant association, is permitted by the law of as-
sociation of images. It is the consciousness of one thing, without the necessary 
simultaneous consciousness of the other.  Abstraction or prescision, therefore, sup-
poses a greater separation than discrimination, but a less separation than dissocia-
tion . (Peirce 1992, pp. 2-3, our emphasis; see also 1931-58, vol. 1, para. 353; as well 
as vol. 2, para. 428)  

  Cary Spinks notes that “prescission is a diffi cult concept, but it is one of the 
most powerful developed by Peirce and also one of the few which he keeps 
throughout his life work” (1991, p. 23). 

 At the time though, Peirce did not conceive of his endeavours as semiotic 
per se, instead nursing an ill-fated hope that his discoveries would be adopted 
by mainstream philosophy. Be that as it may, the notion of tone he would even-
tually develop is intricately tied to the categorial framework uncovered by pre-
scission. A good way to explain this would be to liken semiotics to geometry. 
While one would be hard-pressed to fi nd in the natural world a line with no 
girth or a point with no extension whatever, we nevertheless have the ability to 
rigorously decompose any three-dimensional space and manipulate the dimen-
sions it subsumes. The organization in such a case is not cardinal, but  ordinal : 
nothing in a singular point entails a line or a volume, but the very notion of 
volume logically implies the line and the point. The geometrical dimensions, 
we could say, do not lie next to each other, but are instead like Russian dolls 
nested in one another. Semiotics is articulated around a similar insight. As 
Peirce showed, any representation perforce involves a genuinely  triadic  rela-
tion that cannot be sundered; that is, one which cannot be reduced to the dyadic 
or the monadic on pain of no longer representing. In order to be meaningful, 
something (monadic quality) must stand for (dyadic relation) something else 
and be taken (triadic interpretation) as so standing.  7   Nevertheless, we can break 
these three dimensions down and recognize the specifi c role of each in any 
bona fi de representation. 

 Peirce died in 1914, his failure to secure a place within the academic estab-
lishment during his lifetime (see Brent  1998 ) effectively bequeathing to future 
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generations the laborious task of understanding his massive body of unpub-
lished writings. Thus, outside of a handful of infl uential papers on pragmatism 
written mainly in the 1870s (which he eventually repudiated),  8   his later thought 
remained largely unknown. Peircean scholar Joseph Ransdell recounts that,

  As regards Peirce’s semiotic in particular, hardly anybody had paid any attention to 
it at all—it is clear from something Dewey says in his correspondence with Bentley 
that, prior to the publication of Morris’s [1938] article on the foundations of the 
theory of signs, not even he had previously paid any real attention to that aspect of 
Peirce’s thought…. At most, the term “semiotic” was thought of as referring to a 
crackpot scheme for classifying things called “signs” which nobody in philosophy 
had any interest in to begin with....   (in Deledalle  2001 , p. 220)  

  This unfortunate ignorance is the more lamentable for the fact that many of 
Peirce’s mature ideas were in principle available shortly after the First World 
War. His extensive correspondence with Victoria Lady Welby (Hardwick 
 1977 ; see also Peirce 1998, pp. 477-491), which dealt chiefl y with semiotics, 
was circulated in Europe and sent to prominent intellectual fi gures (including 
Bertrand Russell). His letters eventually reached C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards, 
who published choice excerpts of them in a trailblazing appendix to their classic 
 The Meaning of Meaning  ([1923] 1989, pp. 279-290). The philosopher of 
mathematics Frank Ramsey, who collaborated with Ogden in translating 
 Wittgenstein’s  Tractatus , came to know of Peirce’s ideas through this transi-
tive connection. By 1923, we fi nd Ramsey arguing in a review that the Vien-
nese thinker would have benefi ted greatly from a familiarity with “two words 
used by C. S. Peirce,” namely “type” and “token” (Ramsey  1923 , p. 468). 
Through a precarious chain of iterated interpretations, some of Peirce’s 
most important semiotic notions had found their way out of the secluded 
Pennsylvania home whence they were spawned. More than that, they were 
being broadcast in a very prominent forum, by a respected (if still emerging) 
Cambridge scholar, during the formative years of the analytic movement, 
in discussing what was to become one of its most important founding texts. 
People took notice. 

 Regrettably, what could have been a momentous occasion to connect with 
key non-modern conceptions was reduced in the twentieth century to no 
more than a newfangled jargon in which to reprise some rather stale schemes. 
Such is the importance of the number three in semiotics that Peirce once 
wondered whether he was not in the grips of some gratuitous fascination with 
triadic conceptions.  9   It should have been apparent, then, that something had 
gone seriously wrong when the Peircean notions of “type” and “token” sur-
faced with growing frequency in the philosophic literature. The climax of 
this tale is somewhat anti-climactic: by the time anybody realized that this 
famous notional duo was in fact supposed to be a  trio , the error had been 
fully committed.   
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 3. Tone-deaf no more 
 The absence we want to call attention to is effectively compounded by the 
prominent visibility of its counterparts. For instance, we fi nd D. M. Armstrong, 
a well-known adherent to the materialist wing of the reductionist program in 
philosophy of mind, framing the problem of universals in terms of the type/
token distinction developed by “the great U.S. nineteenth-century philosopher, 
C. S. Peirce” (Armstrong  1989 , p. 1).  10   As part of his introduction, Armstrong 
produces a box within which one fi nds the word “THE” inscribed twice, and 
continues: “Peirce would have said that there were two tokens of the one type” 
(ibid., p. 2). This characterization, though not inaccurate, is grossly incomplete. 
If Peirce’s name is to be invoked and his nomenclature employed, then 
it should be remembered that the distinction he developed is in fact  tripartite , 
the neglected party being the  tone . 

 Peirce did not discover the type/token distinction in the sense in which it is 
currently used. Plato did that. So the terms “type” and “token” aren’t fancy 
ways to restate the age-old distinction between universals and particulars, re-
spectively. Given such a hasty reading, it is only normal that the tone should 
have fallen by the wayside. For the thinker intimately familiar with the long-
standing debate between realism and nominalism, Peirce’s talk of the tone can 
appear as something of a conceptual anomaly, a quirk that can be all-too-easily 
dismissed. John Boler notes that quality is “certainly the least clear of the 
 categories, and the one that receives the least attention” (1963, p. 123). It is 
the latter part of this statement which accounts for the former. 

 Peirce’s type/token/tone trichotomy—resting as it does on a fi ne-grained 
distinction of distinctions—was ostensibly too subtle. As a result, it has basi-
cally been denatured in the last century to bring it into conformity with reign-
ing (dualist) expectations. However, the foundations which underpin these 
notions are not beholden to any standard metaphysical outlook. “How far are 
the basic categories of Peirce’s phenomenology either particulars or univer-
sals? In describing Firstnesses as qualities of feeling Peirce never makes their 
status plain in terms of this disjunction. All he requests is the disregard of the 
question of reality and of connections with other phenomena” (Spiegelberg 
 1981 , pp. 35-36). Indeed, it is important to keep in mind that the complete 
tripartition is not arrived at by speculation over “what there is.” The distinction 
is through and through logical: “In Peirce’s semiotic the type/token/tone 
(legisign/sinsign/qualisign)  11   trichotomy is based on the idea that a given 
entity, assumed to be a sign, can be regarded in respect to any or all of three 
types of properties it has—monadic, dyadic, triadic (i.e., one-term, two-term, 
three-term)—depending upon the analytical needs in some concrete semiotic 
inquiry” (Sebeok  1994 , p. 1130). 

 Prescission is a particularly crucial tool for semiotics, given that a sign is 
essentially characterized not by any specifi c material status but by a general 
relational structure. 
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   A  Sign , or  Representamen , is a First which stands in such a genuine triadic relation 
to a Second, called its  Object , as to be capable of determining a Third, called its  In-
terpretant , to assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands itself to 
the same Object. The triadic relation is  genuine , that is its three members are bound 
together by it in a way that does not consist in any complexus of dyadic relations.  
 (Peirce 1998, pp. 272-273; see also Posner, Robering and Sebeok  1997 , p. 4)  

  If what we have in view is the whole interaction, then we are at the level of 
what Peirce called Thirdness, because we are considering all three parties in-
volved. In such a case, we have a relation between two relata grasped  as  a rela-
tion by some third thing beyond it. This is usually the level of interest, 
especially when one is studying some particular cultural or natural instance of 
sign-use. But if our goal is a philosophical analysis of the representational 
structure itself, we may want to go further. If we now suppose this relation 
between two relata as it would be without any further recognition of it as a 
relation, we are dealing with Secondness. Two and only two things are in-
volved, so we’ve effectively left the realm of intelligibility and entered that of 
brute contiguity (see Champagne forthcoming b). Prescinding still further, we 
may also want to suppose one of the relata without its entering into any rela-
tion with another. Peirce writes: “[T]he idea of a quality is the idea of a phe-
nomenon or partial phenomenon considered as a monad, without reference to 
its parts or components and without reference to anything else” (1931-58, vol. 1, 
para. 424). If we do this, we eliminate whatever alterity allowed that unary 
relata (the term now becomes a misnomer) to have a “contour.” Thus, when we 
prescind relation away so as to consider only that which is related, we may no 
longer think of the resultant tone as we do a token, since doing so would re-
quire us to delimit it in some fashion and ascend back to Secondness. It isn’t 
that what we began studying suddenly vanishes from existence proper; the 
analysis is one in thought and leaves our initial object of study untouched. But 
if we choose to prescind all the way, Firstness is as far as we can go, and we 
obtain a pure quality that  could  be actualized but isn’t.  12   

 In order to give an overview of the sorts of distinctions afforded by prescis-
sion, let us consider a fairly straightforward example (taken from Sebeok  1994 , 
p. 1130; adapted from Peirce  1931 -58, vol. 2, para. 230):

  Because of his long  fast , he was too weak to stand  fast  or hold  fast  or even to run 
 fast .  

  Through the lens of prescission, the word “fast” appears three times as type, 
four times as token, and once as tone. The idea of token is perhaps the easiest 
to compass. To be a token is to be an occurrence, something that has a discrete 
spatial and temporal location. In contrast, neither the type nor the tone is bound 
by such immanence. The tone is a quality—considered prior to its occurrence 
as token. If we prescind, we can isolate the qualitative feature that is common 
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to the tokens “fast” and “fast.” To be sure, this quality—in this case a confi gura-
tion of marks—is very much  there  as constitutive of each token, and there is no 
way for us to get to a “suchness” except through a “thisness.” But the tone itself 
enjoys a priority which enables us to logically isolate it while disregarding its 
numerically distinct manifestations. It is, Peirce would say, a First. The tone 
may be the qualitative commonality which runs beneath various tokens, but its 
position in the triadic order prevents it from accounting for the specifi c manner 
in which such tokens appear de facto. This last task belongs to the type. Like the 
tone, the type manifests a certain transcendence—albeit in virtue of a very dif-
ferent rationale. To be a type is to be a generality that legislates the occurrence 
of tokens. One type of “fast” applies the adjective to objects that are quick in 
motion, whereas another type pertains to things that are fi rmly fi xed.  13   

 A handy summary of these tenets would be this well-known but often trun-
cated  14   passage from Peirce:

  There will ordinarily be about twenty  the ’s on a page, and of course they count as 
twenty words. In another sense of the word “word,” however, there is but one word 
“the” in the English language; and it is impossible that this word should lie visibly 
on a page or be heard in any voice, for the reason that it is not a Single thing or Single 
event. It does not exist; it only determines things that do exist. Such a defi nitely sig-
nifi cant Form, I propose to term a  Type . A Single event which happens once and 
whose identity is limited to that one happening . . . such as this or that word on a 
single line of a single page of a single copy of a book, I will venture to call a  Token . 
 An indefi nite signifi cant character such as a tone of voice can neither be called a 
Type nor a Token . I propose to call such a Sign a  Tone.  (Peirce  1931 -58, vol. 4, para. 
537; our emphasis)  

  Returning to our example, we can say that “fast” is there three times when we 
consider it as a law-like regularity, four times when we consider it as a singular 
occurrence, and once when we consider it as pure quality. As an ordinal First, 
“fast” is merely a potentiality, a “something” that  could  be employed to stand 
for something else (but doesn’t have to be). In sharp contrast with the type, it 
is very much possible that a word qua tone “should lie visibly on a page or be 
heard in any voice” (ibid.). If and when such a quality  occurs , “fast” is a Sec-
ond. To the extent that such an occurrence is not a singleton, but appears re-
peatedly in accordance with some sort of rationale that is not merely haphazard 
(e.g., a habit), “fast” is a Third. And even if it makes little sense to think of 
“fast” as existing in only one of these respects, be it a quality that never occurs 
or a law that never manifests itself, prescission allows us to carefully distin-
guish anything that is intelligible along these three axes. 

 Clearly, our chosen illustration, no matter how didactic, has its limitations: 
one is not likely going to make much of a dent on any problem regarding 
consciousness if one persists in obtusely equating the tone with “a sound or 
confi guration of marks”—a legitimate but by no means exhaustive case.  15   The 
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moral, in sum, is that one should impose no more restrictions on the tone than 
on the token and type—a popular pair also explained by an appeal to “words” 
(see Guttenplan  1995 , pp. 596-597) yet routinely mobilized with great profi t in 
non-linguistic domains. In this respect, however novel our proposal may be, it 
capitalizes on an already respectable move. 

 While much more could be said about the interrelation which binds together 
Peirce’s full semiotic trichotomy,  16   the main thing which concerns us is the fact 
that prescission can be deployed without assuming that anything it uncovers 
could truly stand on its own, that is, without the involvement of those other 
aspects deliberately disregarded. As David Savan explains,

  The  occurrence  of a quality in space and time renders the quality at least in some 
measure a sinsign [i.e., token].... Similarly, the sinsign is always, to some degree, a 
replica of a legisign [i.e., type].... And a legisign, like a qualisign [i.e., tone], can not 
be encountered as such in experience.... What this means is that the empirical student 
of semiotics must use Peirce’s trichotomy (if he uses it at all) as an analytical tool, by 
means of which to distinguish three different aspects of semiosis.... Empirically, no 
sign belongs exclusively to one of these classes. This is not to deny the value of the 
distinction, or the potential value for empirical research. It is only a caution against 
a threatening misunderstanding. (1987, pp. 23-24)  

  When we commit ourselves to carefully distinguishing what can and cannot 
be supposed independently of other suppositions, we engage in an exercise of 
epistemological hairsplitting that can go still deeper than the level of particular 
individuals. Just as “P” implies “possible that P” but not the other way round, 
the token asymmetrically implies the tone. As Peirce states: “Prescission is not 
a reciprocal process” (1992, p. 3). Yet, strictly speaking, a merely “possible 
that P” without any kind of actuality would be ineffable. To the extent we con-
sider something (anything) absolutely  in itself  without regard to its actual oc-
currence, we have willingly robbed ourselves of any basis that could have 
allowed the situation to be more than a mere potentiality. So it becomes a fal-
lacy of sorts to lose sight of this and construe the resultant quality as some 
distinct token. Since the error consists in taking a “doctored” product of our 
thinking to be a “discovered” fact independent of that intervention, it is apt to 
call it a  reifi cation . 

 Peirce himself did not address the mind-body problem directly—at least not 
in the sense in which it is currently understood.  17   Nevertheless, we believe 
prescission and the notion of tone he left us points the way to a more satisfac-
tory theoretical account of “what it’s like” to enjoy conscious experience. Let 
us now explore that possibility.   

 4. A fork in the road 
 Twentieth-century philosophy ignored not only a full third of Peirce’s trichot-
omy, but—perhaps more importantly—its very rationale. Nevertheless, as a 
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result of those semiotic notions that  did  manage to seep through (albeit in dis-
torted form), today’s philosophers of mind are unlikely to make a more oner-
ous ontological commitment without explicitly recognizing that they are doing 
as much—it’s rather hard, for instance, to endorse “type-type identity” without 
also being recognized as doing so and being given the appropriate label. 
Crucial avenues are routinely lost, however, due to the fact that, in this climate, 
reifi cation of the  tone  can happen without anybody even noticing the move. 
We submit that this is exactly what has happened in the case of phenomenal 
qualia. 

 There are many thought-experiments on the market which attempt, with 
various degrees of success, to prove that consciousness indeed comprises an 
irreducibly qualitative dimension. Although he has since sought to distance 
himself from the claims he once made, Frank Jackson’s “knowledge argument” 
remains one of the more vivid examples. Jackson ([ 1986 ] 1997) invites us to 
consider a neuroscientist who, upon being raised in a strictly black and white 
setting since birth, is allowed for the fi rst time to emerge from her isolated 
confi nes and step into a fully-coloured environment. Even if she had mastered 
a comprehensive physical and functional account of colour prior to that virgin 
exposure, her new experiences would likely give her an  additional  insight—a 
visceral acquaintance, if you will—into “what it’s like” to actually see  red . 
This is by no means the only way to bring out the qualitative dimension of 
consciousness. Kripke ([ 1980 ] 1997), for instance, offers another, more techni-
cal, argument which turns on considerations of modality. In any case, whoever 
acquiesces to the common distinction such arguments are intended to convey 
is eventually faced with the following question: What might this phenomenal 
experience be which seems to escape conventional explanations?  18   Whatever 
the terminology, an all-important decision must therefore be made: what sort 
of ontological status should be ascribed to the qualitative features that are ex-
perienced in consciousness? 

 Given a generic commitment to phenomenal qualia, we believe the core al-
ternative is whether one shall  reify  or  prescind . Admittedly, even if one has no 
clue what the second disjunct consists in, raising the spectre of reifi cation is 
enough to scare most thinkers into denying that the distinction had any basis to 
begin with. Such a retreat notwithstanding, those who stand fast by their philo-
sophical conviction that there is indeed something “more” to consciousness are 
faced with a crucial fork in the road: 1) does the reality at hand warrant our 
engaging in some measure of “thing-making,” or 2) is the distinction—no mat-
ter how objective—nevertheless insuffi cient to sanction such a reifi cation? Our 
central contention is that, wittingly or not,  the pervasive type/token distinction 
compels one to adopt the fi rst of these disjuncts, whereas semiotics provides 
one with the technical tools needed to comprehensively follow the latter path . 

 At the risk of oversimplifying (we shall here focus on the most essential 
features of the problem), those who think mental life has a qualitative dimen-
sion usually gloss the situation in the following terms: there are  token  brain 



Explaining the Qualitative Dimension of Consciousness 159

states on one side, there are  token  qualia on another side, and the task is to fi nd 
something that would correlate these two seemingly disparate relata. This is 
what has come to be known, appropriately enough, as the “explanatory gap.”  19   
Sometimes the two parties in want of a union are grouped into their respective 
 types . Yet this way of viewing the situation unquestioningly treats qualities like 
pain and red as tokens and/or types. Given the omission we outlined, the idea 
of tone— construed as something irreducible to tokens or types —simply 
doesn’t come up. With no visible alternative, the accepted roster of options 
thus misses a potentially fruitful exit (this situation is summarized in the 
diagram below).       

 Although the schema seeks to relate various programmatic commitments in an 
explicit and informative way, it is by no means intended as an exhaustive sur-
vey of all that could be said (or  not  said) on the topic of consciousness. More-
over, the diagram ends where most theoretical inquiries begin. Indeed, the fi ve 
tracts it takes pains to separate each lead to prolifi c research programs that 
rarely attend to their founding suppositions. The bulk of the literature on con-
sciousness—including the explanatory gap—lies to the “East” of the right-
hand arrowheads. Each basic combination of commitments carves out a space 
of intellectual possibilities within which further discussion unfolds. In keeping 
with the mantra that prescission is less than real and more than nominal, we 
could have fi lled the fi nal box leading to the third tract with “Yes, for  epistemo-
logical  reasons.” Likewise, the spirit of the second tract can be encapsulated by 
the answer “Yes, for  metaphysical  reasons.” This characterization is somewhat 
crude, but it does capture the essence of what’s at stake. 

 In any case, however one wants to describe the basic idea, what matters is 
that, given the current climate, the bifurcation or “fork in the road” which leads 
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to either reifi cation (path 2) or prescission (path 3) goes pretty much unnoticed. 
As such, thinkers who acquiesce to the thesis that we can indeed hope to study 
qualitative phenomena typically proceed directly from this to a treatment of 
qualia as tokens and/or types. And of course, once this much has been granted, 
the problem of “relating” the disparate classes surfaces with particular inevita-
bility. This is where Peirce’s complete trichotomy has much to offer. The theo-
rist working with a dichotomous palette of types and tokens is inadvertently 
strong-armed by her tacit commitments into the inference that if phenomenal 
qualities are real enough to be  discerned , then they must exist in their own 
right as something genuinely  distinct . But if we accept that prescission allows 
us to robustly differentiate the layers subsumed in triadic relations, the fact that 
we can consider the tone to be logically prior to the token is taken to mean no 
more than that, ontology-wise. 

 In order to elaborate on this alternative way of viewing the situation, we 
want to examine the position defended by Ned Block. His contention that the 
literature on consciousness routinely confl ates the “accessible” and the “phe-
nomenal” has stimulated quite a bit of debate, be it among those who think he 
misconstrues the distinction or among those who think there is simply no dis-
tinction there to confl ate. Not only is Block’s controversial proposal interesting 
in its own right, it provides us with a template whence to better comprehend the 
manner in which “what it’s like” comes to be regarded as “what there is.” As 
we shall see, the insight behind Block’s distinction is basically right-headed, 
but runs into all sorts of problems because it construes qualia as  tokens.   

 5. Carving consciousness at the joints too deeply 
 Rehearsing the widely held sentiment that the notion of consciousness is a 
“mongrel” which clumps together various objects that in fact are (and should 
be conceived as being) distinct, Block has challenged a seemingly innocuous 
inference he deems fundamentally mistaken. Psychological research contains a 
vast array of studies which detail abnormal cases where, for all intents and 
purposes, an affl icted person is missing one or more of the aspect(s) and/or 
faculty(ies) we typically expect consciousness to have (e.g., anything discussed 
in cognitive science that ends with “syndrome”). Faced with these puzzling 
cases, the stock assumption has been that this want of one or more aspect(s) 
and/or faculty(ies) is truly a  want  (in kind and not just degree), medical excep-
tions effectively confi rming our starting intuitions about what constitutes a 
fully healthy consciousness. As an upshot, it is held that ascertaining the specif-
ics of an abnormal dearth can better our understanding of consciousness in its 
normal state. This apparently benign line of thought is the “target reasoning” 
Block aims to undermine.  20   With its underlying inference explicitly identifi ed, 
he contends that “[t]hough some variants of this sort of reasoning have merit, 
they are often given more weight than they deserve because of a persistent fal-
lacy involving a confl ation of two very different concepts of  consciousness” 
([1995] 1997, p. 376). In sum, Block believes that while certain mental  faculties 
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and thought-processes can be found wanting in affl icted patients, this does not 
provide a suffi cient basis to infer that the  phenomenal  aspect of their conscious 
lives is correspondingly missing (ibid., pp. 397, 407). 

 At the heart of this claim lies a distinction Block thinks is routinely ne-
glected. In fact, as Block explains, “[n]early every article I read on the subject 
by philosophers and psychologists involves some confusion” of the difference 
in question ([1995] 1997, p. 392). In order to put an end to this widespread 
confl ation (or at least make sure it does not go unrecognized), he gives this 
distinction a semi-technical gloss, the functional side being designated “ access -
consciousness” and the qualitative side “ phenomenal -consciousness.” Block 
spends quite bit of time trying to illustrate this proposal, and the specifi cs of his 
many and colourful examples could be debated at length. But the hope seems 
to be that the distinction would be retroactively vindicated by a subsequent 
contention that the aspects distinguished are very likely  mutually-independent , 
in the demanding sense of the term. Indeed, Block thinks empirical data and 
thought-experiments alike suggest that there can be access without phenome-
non ([1995] 1997, pp. 385-386) and phenomenon without access (ibid., pp. 
386-389). 

 Let us consider the fi rst of these situations, where agents would process in-
formation without actually enjoying any phenomenal episode. Block believes 
there is some empirical support for this in the case of “blindsighted” persons 
who cannot see things before them, yet supposedly can have reliable responses 
to these when pressed by an examiner to venture an answer.  21   Referring to the 
information-processing model developed by Daniel Schacter ( 1989) , Block 
([1995] 1997, pp. 377-380) suggests that the generally correct judgements 
(about unseen things) which these affl icted patients perform is made possible 
because they somehow  bypass  their “phenomenal-consciousness module” and 
proceed straight to the executive system whose end-product is overt behaviour 
(e.g., decisions, actions, and utterances). That, as it stands, is a very provoca-
tive suggestion. Above and beyond agreeing with our introspective intuitions, 
phenomenal qualia are typically introduced into one’s theoretical picture of the 
mind for the explanatory virtues they offer. Advocates of this dimension usu-
ally hold that physical and functional processes are by themselves unable to 
account for certain classes of events and behaviour patterns which call into 
play phenomenal episodes. On this view, the “what it’s like” side of conscious-
ness alluded to by Nagel is more than just intrinsically fascinating; it actually 
has some theoretical usefulness and, as such, cannot be discarded simply on 
account of its falling short of physicalist expectations. What Block is saying, in 
effect, is that qualia are very real—and that we should think of them as such—
even though it is possible for an agent without access to them to meet the de-
mands of functionalism. 

 The temptation to invoke parsimony is never far behind, and given this 
apparently self-defeating proposal, most philosophers would likely shave 
off Block’s phenomenal-consciousness altogether. Seeing how the case for 
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 phenomenal experience is already problematic when such subjective episodes 
are held to be a potent aid in cognition, the urge to run one’s account on access-
consciousness only is all the more felt when one sees a prominent defender of 
“phenomenal realism”  22   insist that correct decision-making can obtain even 
when experimental settings confi rm that no such qualitative episodes are avail-
able to a patient. David Chalmers, for instance, voiced such worries:

  [T]here is something very strange about the idea of an “epiphenomenal” P-con-
sciousness module…. The main motivation for epiphenomenalism is surely that ex-
perience seems superfl uous to any information-processing; but Block’s idea suggests 
an implausible epiphenomenalism  within  the information-processing story. Indeed, 
if the module has no effect on other processes, then we could lesion it with no exter-
nal change (same reports, even), and no empirical evidence could support the hy-
pothesis. (1997, p. 423)  

  As if this wasn’t infl ammatory enough, Block enjoins us to fathom a  super -
blindsighted person who would declare that “Now I know that there is a hori-
zontal line in my blind fi eld even though I don’t actually see it” and for whom 
visual information “simply pops into his thoughts in the way that solutions to 
problems we’ve been worrying about pop into our thoughts” ([1995] 1997, 
p. 385). These fantastic suggestions are ostensibly meant to be taken with a 
grain of salt (see for example the caveat, ibid., p. 380). But while Block readily 
states that he doesn’t know “whether there are any actual cases of A-consciousness 
without P-consciousness,” he hopes his speculative ruminations will have 
 illustrated the “conceptual possibility” of such cases (ibid., p. 386).  23   

 What we have here, in effect, is the garden-variety “zombie” discussed in 
the cognitive sciences, the hypothetical creature that performs all that we hu-
mans do without enjoying any of the relevant qualitative experiences. But 
Block’s mutual-independence of access and phenomenon has him countenance 
yet another sort of zombie, one who would have the phenomena without hav-
ing access to them—as in the case of a busy person who “hears” but does not 
“notice” the loud drilling noise that has been present near her during an engag-
ing conversation (Block [ 1995]  1997, pp. 386-387). In terms of Schacter’s 
model, this would mean an activation of the phenomenal module that has no 
repercussion upon anything beyond itself, be it access-consciousness (of the 
sort that would prompt the more overt realization that “Wow, that noise is re-
ally loud and/or bothersome”) or the executive system which could trigger re-
actionary behavioural outputs (say, covering one’s ears or moving the 
conversation to another location). Staying true to his distinction, Block argues 
that no matter how inaccessible they may be from the standpoint of informa-
tion-processing, qualia could in fact be present in such a zombie’s phenome-
nal-consciousness module.  24   

 It is usually sound methodology to think that if a posited object does not 
manifest itself in any overt way, this gives us good grounds to conclude that the 
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posit in question does not in fact obtain. Indeed, it seems reasonable to say that 
a rare beast cannot be so rare that no one ever witnesses it; and that one must 
fi rst establish the actual reality of a species before labelling it endangered and 
adopting legislative measures. This, however, is the (purportedly hasty) rea-
soning Block seeks to assail. Although one typically determines the absence of 
an aspect and/or faculty of consciousness by way of a contrast with its manifest 
presence in healthy persons, Block claims that the evidence adduced to sanc-
tion such a move is inconclusive, as it does not fully exclude the possibility 
that the aspect and/or faculty in question might still lurk in an affl icted patient’s 
mind. 

 To be sure, Block recognizes that his distinction makes for some very strange 
and onerous consequences, notably the two zombies just sketched. But before 
we raise the razor of parsimony, he asks us to consider whether the view of 
consciousness we adopt takes due consideration of experiments that suppos-
edly show patients reliably executing various cognitive tasks without recourse 
to the sort of phenomenal resources healthy persons would typically marshal.  25   
As Levine rightfully says: “[T]o the extent that there is an element in our con-
cept of qualitative character that is not captured by features of its causal role, 
to that extent it will escape the explanatory net of a physicalistic reduction” 
([1993] 1997, p. 553). The question of course is whether this is actually the 
case—that is, if and to what extent qualia indeed merit explanatory attention in 
their own right. 

 Convinced by the sorts of arguments presented by Block, Nagel, Jackson, 
and others, some have proceeded to develop positive theories that try to ac-
count for this elusive feature of mind. Other thinkers, unimpressed by Block’s 
distinction or uncomfortable with the thorny methodological issues that are 
raised when one countenances a (potentially inaccessible) phenomenal-con-
sciousness “module,” have simply followed through with the reductionist pro-
gram, unabated. Still others have tried to make sense of the fairly strong 
intuitions Block appeals to by recasting them in a more reductionist-friendly 
mould. In the fi nal tally, although Block has not garnered many outspoken 
adherents, his proposed distinction has come to be seen as “very useful,” and 
most theorists would likely agree with Chalmers that, at the very least, “[t]here 
is clearly a  conceptual  distinction here” (1997, p. 421; emphasis in original). 
The ensuing dilemma, then, is how best to handle a “conceptual” distinction 
which does not seem to latch onto things that are real in the demanding sense, 
but which is nevertheless convincing enough to sustain a fairly stable set of 
descriptions. Barring an outright denial, we can recognize that something tan-
gible is animating those who think the qualitative dimension of consciousness 
is distinct enough to escape standard accounts. 

 Some elaborate theories have suggested, however, that there might be noth-
ing more to it all than this sociological convergence. As one of the most vocal 
(and eclectic) opponents of qualia, Daniel Dennett ( 1991)  has famously main-
tained that human consciousness is best understood as a cultural construct of 
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sorts; inasmuch as one would never claim to possess consciousness unless one 
did not acquire the very concept from one’s societal surroundings. Objecting to 
this view, Block states: “Now I hope it is obvious that P-consciousness is not a 
cultural construction. Remember, we are talking about P-consciousness itself, 
not the concept of P-consciousness” ([1995] 1997, p. 394). There are many 
ways to read this statement.  26   For our purposes, we should like to draw atten-
tion to the specious character of Block’s laconic reply. What it amounts to, in 
effect, is the declaration that a certain thing (in this case phenomenal-con-
sciousness) has a full-fl edged existence apart from discourse, since we can talk 
of “the-thing” itself in abstraction from “discourse-on-the-thing.” In our view, 
this sort of reasoning betokens a clear reifi cation—one which runs counter to 
the Scotist insight that we can accurately identify (and intelligibly discuss) a 
feature without it thereby becoming a supplementary “something” existing in 
its own right. 

 Sensing the tensions at hand, Güzeldere makes an insightful remark that 
encapsulates with astonishing clarity the predicament we sought to diagnose in 
the fourth section:

  [C]ould it be that the particular way Block’s distinction carves out phenomenal con-
sciousness, separating it  completely  from its causal and functional aspects in accord 
with the ‘segregationist intuition,’ renders its investigation by means of scientifi c 
methods theoretically impossible? Put differently,  could we be painting ourselves 
into a corner by a conceptual commitment to Block’s distinction  such that we end up 
with a number of straightforward problems about A-consciousness and a  conjured-up 
“hard problem” of P-consciousness that in principle admits no solution? (1997, 
p. 29; our emphasis)  

  Given that considerable diffi culties confront Block’s “phenomenal realist” po-
sition (and Dennett’s instrumentalism  27  ), we think it would be worthwhile for 
current philosophy to explore an unheeded tract which explicitly centres on a 
separation that is less than real yet more than nominal. Such a framework would 
have the potential of doing justice to Block’s intuitive appeals whilst resisting 
an all-out “segregation” of the mind’s qualitative dimension. Let us then return 
to the fork in the road identifi ed earlier and venture down a new path.   

 6. What it could be like 
 As we saw earlier, one of the central tenets of Peircean semiotics is that the 
very idea of representation, carefully unpacked, presupposes a three-place 
 relation that cannot be sundered; that is, one which cannot be reduced to 
the dyadic or the monadic on pain of no longer representing (see Peirce 1998, 
pp. 272-273, 411). This does not, however, mean that qualia are representa-
tional. Semiotics does not say that a quale represents, but rather that representa-
tion perforce involves a quale—there is no reciprocity (i.e., no monad is a 
triad). This is the crucial feature that is so diffi cult to make sense of when one 
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follows the path of reifi cation, as witnessed by Block’s rather awkward sugges-
tion that access-consciousness is what allows phenomenal-consciousness to 
be “poised” for use ([1995] 1997, p. 387). Addressing this problematic idea, 
Denise Gamble writes: “An ontology of representations is a powerful tool for 
explaining some types of content. But not every internal stimulation or activa-
tion in mentality need be a representation. Is there no other conceptual frame-
work for understanding phenomenology?” (1997, p. 150). There is indeed. 

 Although Peirce draws on a distinct phenomenology (Spiegelberg  1981 , 
pp. 27-50), the notion of the “phenomenal” suggests a “phenomenalism” 
which he as a scientifi c realist found repugnant (see Ransdell 1978). “Repre-
sentations,” from a semiotic point of view, are not a special class of objects 
such that certain (typically  mental ) things inherently  have to  represent while 
others can never do so. Much the opposite: the tone emphatically does not 
have to be the ground upon which interpretation pole-vaults to an object. If 
and when it is, then of course it has; and there is no question here of denying 
that all-important service (known as “ renvoi ” in French). But the whole point 
of prescission is that we can recognize quality as an ordinal First in such a 
relation, thereby incorporating into our theoretical picture the idea that a tone 
 can  stand for something else  but need not do so . Thus, despite the unbreakable 
(triadic) bond which characterizes any representation, whatever is burdened 
with the logical duty of standing for something else—no matter what it may 
consist in—can be prescinded in such a way as to disregard its employment in 
that capacity. 

 This means that,  pace  Block ( 1995 , pp. 33-34), orgasms don’t have to be 
“about” anything. But it also means that if one is led to infer from this “that 
something very pleasing is happening down  there ” (Tye  1995 ), then, to that 
extent, the orgasm is acting as a sign. From a semiotic standpoint, however, 
there is nothing about bodily feelings or sensations that make them more apt to 
serve as bearers of meaning, nor is there anything that bars a particular class 
from doing so. Block’s talk of “mental paint” (1995, pp. 27-29), though 
couched in a mentalistic idiom, at times comes very close to the notion of tone. 
But it always founders because of its assumption (inscribed in the very name) 
that the issue of whether something is or is not a vehicle of representation—of 
whether it stands for something else to something—can somehow be answered 
by studying the nature of the candidate in question. According to the view we 
recommend, that is a thoroughly misguided endeavour. 

   [T]he  being  of the sign is the triadic relation itself, not the elements related or struc-
tured according to their respective roles…. The representative element within this 
triadic structure, which we loosely call a “sign,” “in itself” is  not a sign at all , but one 
of the three elements  necessary to the being of a sign , one of the three legs on which 
the sign walks in working its way through the world, and, indeed, the “foremost” leg, 
insofar as it is the leg which takes the direct representative step in carrying a semiosis.  
 (Deely  2005 , pp. 176, 178)   28    
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  Although the cardinal layers (of which potential quality is the simplest) at 
the heart of Peircean semiotics can provide the philosopher with a substantial 
source of inspiration whence to develop a coherent metaphysical outlook (see 
Champagne  2006 ), our ability to prescind certain features need not entail any 
corresponding profl igacy. The  Dictionnaire de la langue philosophique  cites 
the defi nition of “la précision” given by J. B. Bossuet as “l’action que fait notre 
esprit en séparant par la pensée des choses en effet inséparables”—“the act 
which our mind does when it separates by means of thought things that are in 
point of fact inseparable” ( Logique , I, xxii; quoted in Foulquié and Saint-Jean 
 1962 , p. 562; our translation). It is fully consistent, therefore, for one to acqui-
esce to the above distinctions while steadfastly denying that there are 8  fast ’s 
in our earlier example (obtained from adding 3 types + 4 tokens + 1 tone). 

 Block, in contrast, suggests that the fact that we can conceive of a quality not 
accessed in any overt state of consciousness is a strong indication that a dis-
tinct phenomenal-consciousness module might truly exist. Let’s go back to an 
example mentioned earlier and see how he describes the qualia involved:

  [W]e have P-conscious states when we see, hear, smell, taste, and have pains.... Here 
is another reason to believe in P-consciousness without A-consciousness: Suppose 
that you are engaged in intense conversation when suddenly at noon you realize that 
right outside your window, there is—and has been for some time—a pneumatic drill 
digging up the street. You were aware of the noise all along, one might say, but only 
at noon are you  consciously aware  of it. That is, you were P-conscious of the noise 
all along, but at noon you are both P-conscious  and  A-conscious of it.... Only at noon 
is the content of your representation of the drill  poised  for use in rational control of 
action and speech.... The example shows the conceptual distinctness of P-conscious-
ness from A-consciousness and it also puts the burden of proof on anyone who would 
argue that as a matter of empirical fact they come to the same thing. ([1995] 1997, 
pp. 380, 386-387)  

  Stripped to its bare essentials, Block’s argument can be summarized as follows: 
1) Phenomenal-consciousness is conceivable without access-consciousness 
(i.e., the passage above). 2) Access-consciousness is conceivable without phe-
nomenal-consciousness (i.e., the projected case of “super-blindsight”).  Ergo : 
3) We are entitled to distinguish phenomenal-consciousness from access-con-
sciousness. The theorist working with the incomplete type/token distinction 
needs both premises to proceed to the conclusion—which is then glossed as 
proof that qualia exist as tokens.  29   But if we heed the insight that triadic rela-
tions can be decomposed without their involving a multiplicity of distinct ob-
jects, we can proceed straight to the conclusion after the fi rst  premise. 

 Since the mutual-independence upheld by Block is logically posterior to the 
distinction on which it is deployed, one can buy into the distinction without 
endorsing the onerous relational thesis which would have them be mutually 
independent. The debt to Duns Scotus here is readily apparent: existential 
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 inseparability indeed does not entail identity in defi nition. Of course, Scotus 
was not the only philosopher to have grasped this crucial fact. As Joseph Levine 
writes in discussing the problematic entanglements that accompany arguments 
for the full reality of qualia in consciousness: “One cannot infer from a variety 
of modes of access to a variety of facts being accessed” ([1993] 1997, p. 546). 
Semiotics helps to theoretically articulate this stance. The fact that we can 
rigorously prescind a tone from a token is not a suffi cient reason to think that 
it exists in its own right. 

 In short, just as Ramsey suggested that Wittgenstein would have profi ted 
from distinguishing between the type and the token, so we hold that carefully 
heeding the token/tone distinction can lend support to Block’s insightful but 
embattled propositions. Consider for instance the following passage by 
Peirce:

  Among phanerons [Peirce’s name for phenomena] there are certain qualities of feel-
ing, such as the color of magenta, the odor of attar, the sound of a railway whistle, 
the taste of quinine.... I do not mean the sense of actually experiencing these feelings, 
whether primarily or in any memory or imagination. That is something that involves 
these qualities as an element of it. But I mean the qualities themselves which, in 
themselves, are mere may-bes, not necessarily realized....  A quality of feeling can be 
imagined to be without any occurrence, as it seems to me. Its mere may-being gets 
along without any realization at all .... I suppose you will tell me that no such thing 
could be alone in the universe…. But I point out to you that these things are only 
known to us by extraneous experience;  none of them are either seen in the color, 
heard in the sound, or felt in the visceral sensation. Consequently, there can be no 
logical diffi culty in supposing them to be absent , and for my part, I encounter not the 
slightest psychological diffi culty in doing so, either. (1931-58, vol. 1, para. 304-305; 
our emphasis. See also Peirce 1998, p. 150)  

  Prescission teaches us that underneath all the hubbub of thought and discourse 
(and that general “action of signs” which Peirce called “semiosis”), there is the 
tone: a monadic dimension that has the  power  to be the qualitative vehicle of 
representation but which in virtue of its ordinal primacy remains serenely ig-
norant of whether it is  actually  employed in so raucous an activity (see Peirce 
 1931 -58, vol. 1, para. 422-426). 

 The kinship between Block’s intuitive illustrations and Peirce’s analysis is 
striking. Yet with these two interpretations now in plain sight, would it not be 
preferable to keep intact their common contention that a legitimate distinction 
is at play—all while recognizing that it owes to our ability to “peel off” occur-
rences and glance in an abstract fashion at the qualities they presuppose? By re-
fusing to reify the features it prescinds, such an approach would allow us to 
respect the distinct character of phenomenal experience without turning it into 
a chimera. Going back to the Russian doll metaphor, prescission shows us that 
the distinctness of qualia does not put them  besides  mental states, but  in  them. 
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On this view,  it is not that access-consciousness and phenomenal-conscious-
ness are tokens of different types; rather, the latter is the tone of the former’s 
tokens . This explains why “A-consciousness and P-consciousness are almost 
always present or absent together” (Block [ 1995]  1997, p. 401). But given that 
tones are not themselves occurrences, this steadfast accompaniment in no way 
means that the qualities at hand somehow “supervene” on the corresponding 
tokens (although we are reluctant to adopt a facile “-ism” for fear that the cru-
cial semiotic interrelation we have striven to explicate might be forgotten, it 
could be said that the situation involves a species of  subsumption ). 

 Try as one might, we believe it is impossible to reproduce or mimic the rela-
tion provided by tract 3 in our earlier diagram with the more onerous resources 
of tract 2. To the extent this is true, then incorporating the full trichotomy cre-
ates a seismic shift in the topography of the debate—a change which might 
spell promise for an inquiry that, by its own admission, has been deadlocked 
before a seemingly unbridgeable chasm. Attentively considering the advan-
tages and disadvantages that come with Block’s infl uential distinction, Chalm-
ers summarizes the issue in three points: “(1) one can imagine access without 
experience and vice versa; (2) access can be observed straightforwardly, 
whereas experience cannot; and, most important, (3) access consciousness 
seems clearly amenable to cognitive explanation, whereas phenomenal con-
sciousness is quite perplexing in this regard” (1997, p. 421). To layer a sum-
mary of our own, we can say that the outlook we advocate gives good grounds 
to be wary of the symmetrical “vice versa” of (1), agrees with the gist of (2), 
and marshals tools which—when properly understood—allow (3) to appear 
less foreign from the standpoint of explicit understanding.  30   

 Prescission is a means of explanation which we can in turn explain—an un-
mysterious technical notion we can share amongst ourselves and apply with 
constancy. Alluding to this mode of distinction, Peirce wrote: “It may be no-
ticed that, throughout this process,  introspection  is not resorted to. Nothing is 
assumed respecting the subjective elements of consciousness which cannot be 
securely inferred from the objective elements” (1992, pp. 3-4). Indeed, it 
should be emphasized that our discussion of the qualitative dimension of con-
sciousness relegated the (inescapable) frame of reference of lived experience 
to the background and at no point appealed to the idiosyncratic history of the 
reader in order to make its technical proposal intelligible and/or persuasive. 
The semiotic account of phenomenal qualia we have tendered would thus seem 
to meet the desideratum laid down by Dennett, who encouragingly stressed 
that “[t]he third-person approach is not antithetical to, or eager to ignore, the 
subjective nuances of experience; it simply insists on anchoring those subjec-
tive nuances to  something —anything, really—that can be detected and con-
fi rmed in replicable experiments” (2001, p. 231).  31   

 Semiotic inquiry can satisfy this because, as we have seen, it is patently  non-
Cartesian  from the start. As Thomas Short explains: “[S]ince the human mind, 
according to Peirce, is constituted by semeiotic processes of a special type, it 
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should be possible to use the concept of semeiosis to analyze consciousness, 
and that precludes using the concept of consciousness to analyze semeiosis” 
(1986, p. 105).   

 7. Tentative excursus in ontology 
 We have described prescission as a distinction “less than real yet more than 
nominal.” That Scotist slogan, however, will not be very helpful if it is taken to 
entail some mid-way “subsistence” or other disingenuous “quasi-reality.” 
That’s why Peirce, in spite of his admiration, emphasized that for Duns Scotus’ 
logic to fruitfully contribute to a scientifi c worldview, it would have to be “torn 
away from its medievalism” and kept under guard by “continual wholesome 
reminders of nominalistic criticisms” (1931-58, vol. 1, para. 6).  32   In his well-
documented study of Peirce’s intellectual relation to Scotus, Boler ( 1963 , 
p. 102) suggests that Peirce objected to the notion of a dispositional “substan-
tial form”—perhaps the closest scholastic analogue to his qualitative “may-
being”—on account of its failure to elucidate the monadic structure (or lack 
thereof) involved. 

 In this sense, the framework we have urged, though largely continuous with 
a scholastic past, supplies a tangible advance. Centuries of semiotic refl ection 
have produced some hard-earned results which we can now distil to a handful 
of secure tenets.  33   Using the evocative terminology employed by Armstrong 
( 1989) , we know that representations necessarily have to be “layer-cakes” (and 
cannot be unitary “blobs”) on pain of no longer representing, and that this ir-
reducible complexity in turn allows us to prescind—i.e., distinguish without 
extinguishing—the constituents that make up a whole greater than its parts. 
Moreover (and this is of special importance to the “extended mind” conception 
in cognitive science), the previous holds true regardless of whether the triadic 
representation that pole-vaults on a qualitative vehicle to reach its object does 
so on the basis of a correlation that is subjective or objective, conventionally 
recognized or truly bound to its object. Yet the irreducibly triadic nature Peirce 
called attention to is not a blunt verdict about “what there is,” but a temperate 
conclusion about what any representation must be. Only with the additional 
premise of pansemiotism, the idea that everything is a sign (Nöth  1995 , p. 81), 
can such layering be read as a properly metaphysical thesis. And of course, that 
tendentious supplement can be resisted. 

 Thus, without countenancing anything overly dubious, the construal of rep-
resentation as a triadic relation of “standing for” (“ stare pro ”) nevertheless 
manages to show that there is a “glut”—to borrow a particularly apt term from 
multi-valued logic—between the extremes exemplifi ed by Block’s realism and 
Dennett’s instrumentalism. Minimally, we have to be able to wedge some sort 
of distinction in a sign to even realize that it isn’t its object—that the word 
“dog” doesn’t bite or that the smoke-from-the-fi re is also just plain smoke. 
Still, the partitioning of a sign’s three components is not the product of fi at, in 
spite of the fact that no quality is by itself signifi cant and that the meaning we 
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ascribe a vehicle can be wholly conventional (although it need not be). However 
one wants to describe all of this, Peirce was probably on the right track when he 
characterized semiotics as “the quasi-necessary, or formal, doctrine of signs” 
(1931-58, vol. 2, para. 227). 

 As was seen in the previous section, Peirce’s semiotic conception can help 
elucidate the intuitive appeal of many thought-experiments that are  pro- qualia. 
The proponent of phenomenal-consciousness may thus be inclined to think 
that prescission affords her a means of further articulating her thesis that con-
sciousness includes an irreducible qualitative dimension. As Frank Jackson 
insists, “Physicalism is not the noncontroversial thesis that the actual world is 
largely physical, but the challenging thesis that it is  entirely  physical” ([1986] 
1997, p. 567; our emphasis). Accordingly, if it can be shown that the tone sim-
ply cannot be reduced to the token or the type, then this should lend appreciable 
support to the (for some, recondite) contention that there is “more” to con-
sciousness than purely physical occurrences. Despite having reprimanded the 
reifi cation that made this qualitative dimension some separate “thing” existing 
in its own right, it seems correct to say that we have vindicated Block to a cer-
tain extent by showing that, this important fl aw aside, he had a point after all. 

 Interestingly, prescission also lends credence to ontological outlooks which 
were more prosaic to begin with. In surveying various positions on the subject, 
Paul Churchland points out for example that “[t]he identity theorist can admit 
a duality, or even a plurality, of different  types of knowledge  without thereby 
committing himself to a duality of  types of things known ” (1988, p. 34; see also 
[1989] 1997). This clearly harks back to the Scotist insight we have reiterated 
throughout this paper. But according to this interpretation, it should  silence —
not embolden—the phenomenal realist. All we have done is tell a convincing 
story about how we discern features, but since these are in fact bound together, 
our account gives us no grounds to think qualia in the typical sense exist in 
their own right. So it seems we have criticized Block; and indeed we have. 

 Unless one is prepared to hold the line that qualia are something  entirely  
distinct or the (equally improbable) view that there is absolutely  no  way to 
even  notionally  seize upon the qualitative dimension subsumed in a given rep-
resentation, then we think our semiotic account can be used pretty much to 
everyone’s benefi t. The categorial interrelations we outlined clearly allow 
those who initially countenanced qualia to continue doing so—albeit in a mod-
ifi ed, less provocative, way. On this reading, the type/token/tone trichotomy 
exonerates their chief contention.  Mutatis mutandis , theorists who didn’t coun-
tenance qualia can cite prescission to plausibly explain why the topic of qualia 
has captured with a remarkable consensus the inter-subjective attention of the-
orists. They can, that is, emphasize our critique of Block and read the glass so 
that it becomes half empty. 

 Granted, our declared goal was to tug at the  realist  side of this dialectic so as 
to prevent the grasp of a qualitative dimension from turning on the hardboiled 
existence of some “thing” capable of being wholly independent. In keeping 
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with this critique, we have tried to show how prescission rescues sundry intu-
itions about conscious life from castigation without appealing to any kind of 
reifi cation. Nevertheless, a welcomed by-product of this amendment is that it 
makes the tone more palatable to the theorist who had rejected the queer ontol-
ogy standardly promulgated alongside phenomenal qualia. Taken together, we 
think these changes have the power to dislodge a long-standing clog in the fl ow 
of inquiry.   

 Conclusion 
 It is our considered belief that the notion of tone must recover its rightful place 
alongside the type and the token if contemporary thought is to consummate its 
aspiration of escaping the centripetal pull of Cartesian dualism. Although we 
could at best  invite  a concerted rectifi cation of this neglect, we hope we have 
shown that resisting facile interpretations is not only sound from the standpoint 
of exegetic fi delity, it offers substantial philosophic benefi ts. For want of his-
torical sensitivity, however, philosophy butchered an important distinction 
which involved a rationale completely foreign to the canons of post-Latin dis-
course. Indeed, the vocabulary of the parties to the present controversy over 
qualia and Peirce’s triadic vocabulary do not easily match up. A crucial ques-
tion for the former debate is: should we quantify over qualia? Block (and Na-
gel) think that we should, Dennett (and others) that we should not. That 
discussion becomes totally warped when it is considered from the framework 
(in the Carnapian sense) of Peircean semiotics. And of course, that’s not a 
failing—it’s the whole point. 

 Pursuant with this aim (and our diagram), we have not proposed a solution 
to a problem as it stands. We have instead proposed a set of tools that allow us 
to rethink certain fundamental assumptions so that that problem does not sur-
face as it does in the fi rst place. Admittedly, the means elected to achieve this 
are in many ways deceptively humble. But like bending a tree in its infancy, it 
doesn’t require much if the positioning is right. 

 Upon having looked at what has been historically and what should be logi-
cally, we have previewed what could be; forecasting in a programmatic way 
the fruitful impact prescission can have on at least one aspect of the mind-body 
problem. If most of our theories have heretofore been unable to adequately 
fathom the phenomenal dimension proper to conscious life without running 
into all sorts of implausible consequences, perhaps this is because these theo-
ries have been trying to capture that object of study with a dichotomy funda-
mentally ill-suited to the task. So at any rate we argue. 

 This still leaves much work to be done. Given our concern with elucidating 
the problematic status of “phenomenal-consciousness,” we have confi ned our-
selves mainly to Firstness, and have disregarded—as one can in prescission—
the more developed categorial grades in contradistinction with which that 
qualitative dimension fi nds its meaning. As Peirce wrote: “Experience is the 
course of life. The world is that which experience inculcates. Quality is the 
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monadic element of the world.... But in saying this, we are straying from the 
domain of the monad into that of the dyad” (1931-58, vol. 1, para. 426).  34   In-
deed, we prescind from the fabric of representation elementary vehicles we do 
not (and would not want to) encounter in isolation. The tone may be a good fi t 
for P-consciousness, but it is by no means an explanatory panacea for con-
sciousness altogether. Accordingly, it is legitimate to try and elaborate a semi-
otic account of consciousness far less static than the one we have presented (see 
Champagne forthcoming a). That said, it would be a mistake to conceive such 
an approach as rival and not complementary—a warning-post wisely planted 
by Umberto Eco: “[T]he sign is the origin of the semiosic processes, and there 
is no opposition between the ‘nomadism’ of semiosis (and of interpretive activ-
ity) and the alleged stiffness and immobility of the sign” (1986, p. 1). 

 Just as nothing prevents us from folding our representational apparatus onto 
itself so as to inspect its incipient substructure, so can we scrutinize from the 
vantage point of the present the historical developments that have led us to 
where we are. Obviously, we could not exhaustively chart in a single article the 
landscape of possibilities which ensues when one decides to backtrack and 
incorporate the less heavy-handed method of prescission. But should the gist 
of our suspicions vis-à-vis the deep insuffi ciency of the type/token distinction 
prove correct, then adopting the complete trichotomy might go a long way to-
wards remedying some of the more stubborn problems that have beset contem-
porary inquiries into consciousness. A fi rst step down this promising avenue 
would be to connect with the notional framework that has come of age under 
semiotics’ trust. If we can narrow a disciplinary gap, maybe we can narrow an 
explanatory gap.  35       

 Notes 
     1     Many of the philosophical essays about consciousness we allude to have been an-

thologized (sometimes in augmented form) in Block, Flanagan, and Güzeldere 
( 1997) . For the sake of simplicity and accessibility, we have referred to this collec-
tion wherever possible (original sources are provided in the references). Similarly, 
in any instance where there was overlap, we have used the two  Essential Peirce  
volumes over the less-reliable  Collected Papers .  

     2     In many ways, McGinn’s pessimistic gloss places the “mind-body” problem within 
the larger context of global scepticism. However, the present contribution, which 
can be read as broadly naturalist in gait and destination, does not aspire to the prac-
tice of addressing the sceptic’s worries.  

     3     There are good reasons why we should be wary of such renunciation. As Nagel 
points out, “In discovering sound to be, in reality, a wave phenomenon in air or 
other media, we leave behind one viewpoint to take up another, and the auditory, 
human, or animal viewpoint that we leave behind remains unreduced” ([1974] 
1997, p. 523).  

     4     It can be argued that the most thoroughgoing form of externalism currently avail-
able in analytic philosophy of mind—“vehicle externalism” (Rowlands  2003 , 
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pp. 155-182)—already had a full theoretical treatment in Poinsot (see Deely  2001 ; 
as well as Rasmussen  1994 ). Unfortunately, that watershed contribution took place 
in what is arguably the least known strand in Western thought, namely scholastic 
philosophy after Descartes pretty much took historiography along with him. To ap-
preciate the extent of the neglect, we may note that although Blackwell’s recent 
 Companion to Philosophy in the Middle Ages  states in no uncertain terms that “it is 
clear that both Augustine (b. 354; d. 430) and John of St. Thomas [a.k.a. Poinsot] 
(b. 1589; d. 1644) were engaged in the same intellectual program and therefore 
belong together” (Gracia and Noone  2006 , p. 1), the latter does not fi gure among 
the 138 entries (some of them about quite minor thinkers) that comprise the book. 
It is highly unlikely, however, that Poinsot’s  Tractatus —“a diffi cult work even for 
medievalists trained in late Latin Aristotelian thought” (Irvine  1988 , p. 707)—will 
be claimed by a similar “companion” to modernity.  

     5     It may be surprising to fi nd Augustine credited with inaugurating a model that will 
in time blossom into a sophisticated theory of representation. We may recall, for 
example, Wittgenstein’s paragraphs at the outset of the  Philosophical Investiga-
tions  (not a work known for its historical scholarship) that depict Augustine as us-
ing names to merely “label” cognitively complete concepts. All the same, in 
Todorov’s estimate, Augustine “affi rms more strongly than earlier writers have 
done that words are merely one type of sign; this affi rmation, which stands out with 
increasing sharpness in his later writings, is the cornerstone of the semiotic per-
spective” (1992, p. 36; see also Eco and Marmo  1989 , pp. 4-5). It is important to 
keep in mind, however, that “[Augustine] introduced to the Latins and to philoso-
phy the sign as a theme, but he himself was never to thematize it” (Deely  2001 , 
p. 218). The covering model of the sign put forward in his pregnant refl ections will 
be discussed by a long succession of thinkers, like a silent undercurrent beneath 
the better-known disputes of medieval philosophy.  

     6     For details on the etymology and alternative spellings of the term, see Peirce (1998, 
p. 352).  

     7     These labels describe formal relations merely, and do not prejudge what might fi ll 
the placeholders.  

     8     John Deely is in all likelihood correct to suggest that seeing “[t]he greatest Ameri-
can philosopher disowning the most famous American development” in philosophy 
was (is?) for many “a considerable embarrassment” (2001, p. 616). Peirce’s griev-
ance with his previous pragmatist maxim, in a nutshell, was that the meaning of a 
sign is not determined by its immediate “practical bearings,” but by those it would 
have if interpreted in the long run. It is impossible, however, to make sense of this 
thesis without engaging in earnest with his semiotic doctrine, in particular his no-
tion of an “interpretant.” For his mature views on the subject—which he by then 
preferred to call “pragmaticism”—see Peirce (1998, pp. 331-433).  

     9     See his 1901 short text entitled “Triadomany,” which he subtitled “The author’s 
response to the anticipated suspicion that he attaches a superstitious or fanciful 
importance to the number three, and forces divisions to a Procrustean bed of tri-
chotomy” (Peirce  1931 -58, vol. 1, para. 568-572).  
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     10     While he basically misappropriates the type/token/tone distinction and describes 
it as pertaining to “semantics,” Armstrong correctly insists that we are dealing 
here with “a perfectly general distinction applicable to any subject whatever” 
(1989, p. 1). Ironically, the generality of Peirce’s notions owes precisely to the 
fact that his project was  not  semantic, in that semiotics is an all-encompassing 
enterprise which has nothing to do with the “glottocentrist” dogma that takes in-
tentionally emitted and conventionally coded expressions to be the paradigm ex-
emplars of the sign. For more on the assumptions that set language-centred 
approaches to the study of signs (like the “semiology” championed by Saussure) 
apart from semiotics proper, see Deledalle ( 2000 , pp. 100-113), as well as Deely 
( 2001 , pp. 669-688).  

     11     Peirce formulated the type/token/tone distinction under a variety of nomenclatures 
throughout his life. Moreover, the distinction itself is imbedded in a set of three 
trichotomies which together produce (not by multiplication) a tenfold semiotic de-
clension, cataloguing the modal steps by which representation passes from possi-
bility to actuality to generality. To fully understand the tone, one must apply 
prescission twice over. Strictly speaking, then, the tone is the First element of the 
sign (the sign-vehicle or “representamen”) considered in its Firstness as a not-yet-
occurrent quality (see Peirce 1998, pp. 289-299). For the record, we fi nd the less 
familiar terminology of “qualisign/sinsign/legisign” more conceptually appropri-
ate, and recognize that the full import of Peirce’s distinctions is best brought out 
when they collaborate as an interwoven whole. That said, in the interest of letting 
our historical- cum -logical restoration latch onto those terms that already enjoy 
wide currency, we have elected to stay with the better-known appellations. There is 
some exegetical justifi cation for this choice of terminology, since as late as Decem-
ber 1908 Peirce wrote in a letter to Lady Welby that “For a ‘possible’ Sign I have 
no better designation than a  Tone ” (1998, p. 480)—although he still juggled with 
alternative names.  

     12     If we avoid the fallacy of elevating the sign-vehicle into a suffi cient condition of 
representation, we see that the tone is emphatically  not  a sign. “Phonemes, for ex-
ample, are not signs since they mean nothing” (Nöth  1995 , p. 80). To be sure, the 
tone is at the heart of any and all signs, since anything triadic perforce subsumes the 
dyadic and monadic. But it is a contradiction in terms to approach a quality as if it 
were alone in the universe yet maintain that it stands for something  else . Although 
this in no way means there is only one thing in the universe, it does show that a 
single quality would by itself be insuffi cient to re-present.  

     13     From a semiotic point of view, it makes no difference whether the regularity which 
governs the appearance of a set of tokens owes to natural laws or grammatical con-
ventions.  

     14     The  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy ’s online entry on “Types and Tokens” 
(originally posted April 2006, consulted August 2008) alludes to  this very passage  
yet completely neglects to mention the tone, stating instead: “C. S. Peirce ( 1931 -58, 
sec. 4.537) called words in the fi rst sense ‘types’ and words in the second sense 
‘tokens’ ” (section 1.1). Much further down (in section 4.1.3), the entry avows that 
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“It wouldn’t do to ignore what the coiner of the type-token distinction had to say 
about types,” only to add immediately after that “Unfortunately it cannot be ade-
quately unpacked without an in-depth explication of Peirce’s semiotics, which can-
not be embarked upon here.” It is nevertheless remarked in passing: “(It should be 
mentioned that for Peirce there is actually a trichotomy among types, tokens and 
 tones , or qualisigns, which are ‘the mere quality of appearance’)” (ibid., parenthe-
ses in original; see Peirce  1931 -58, vol. 8, para. 334). Given that the entry is con-
cerned mainly with recapping the realism-nominalism debate in metaphysics, we 
fail to see why the traditional notions of “universal” and “particular” should have 
been clad in labels which—it is openly admitted—belong to a framework  foreign  to 
that topic.  

     15     The proposal we are articulating is far more fundamental, and is logically anterior 
to the sociological- cum -cultural assumptions that are part and parcel of a linguistic 
approach. Such a limited construal appeared prominently in the analytic literature, 
for instance, with H. P. Grice’s introduction of “conversational tone.” Although 
Grice was aware of Peirce’s work, he ostensibly did not have a full sense of how 
semiotics involves a categorial matrix that has genuine repercussions for issues far 
outside the philosophy of language. Without this understanding, it could perhaps be 
feared that, to the degree one develops the idea of quality as tone, one is merely 
retreading an already familiar path. Yet for that to be the case, one would have fi rst 
to group linguistic items as a privileged class—the very dogma semiotics has 
sought to overcome since its inception. For a discussion of how Peirce’s mature 
writings “sketched a theory of natural language and communication, which offers a 
new perspective on the heavily debated Semantics-Pragmatics-Interface,” see Rellstab 
( 2008 ; especially part 3).  

     16     Although they often read more like rough personal notes, selected portions of 
Deledalle ( 2000 , pp. 5-20, 37-62, 67-75) provide a nice bridge from mainstream 
analytic philosophy to Peircean semiotics. For a more systematic exploration of the 
topic, we recommend Savan ( 1987)  and Deely (1990). Peirce (1998) is a must 
(it should perhaps be unnecessary to say so, but let us note that, the above sources 
notwithstanding, mass-market introductory textbooks are generally no more reli-
able in semiotics than they are in philosophy when it comes to advanced technical 
issues—the type/token/tone distinction being a case in point).  

     17     Strictly speaking, Peirce was what we would today call a “panpsychist,” arguing 
that “matter is effete mind” (1931-58, vol. 6, para. 25). This stance in turn rests on 
the thesis that the universe is “perfused with signs, if it is not composed exclusively 
of signs” (Peirce 1998, p. 394; for recent support of this view in the philosophy of 
physics, see Ladyman, Ross, Spurrett, and Collier  2007 , pp. 210-220). That said, 
Peirce was fully aware of the problematic rifts that were starting to appear in the 
study of consciousness: “Matters of brain-physiology and matters of consciousness 
elbow one another in unsympathetic juxtaposition, in a way which can only be 
transitional, and is a sign for us, as well as we can look forward to conceptions not 
yet attained, that psychologists do not yet understand what mind is, nor what it 
does. I am not at all prepared to clear the matter up; but I dimly discern, I think, that 
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the physiological view has not suffi ciently affected the introspective aspect; and 
possibly the converse is true, also” (1931-58, vol. 2, para. 42).  

     18     Of course, the idea that standard reductionist/eliminativist accounts are not exhaus-
tive is tendentious. But if the “non-exhausted” party is dead wrong, then there is 
really no problem left for us to address, and our proposed reconceptualization can-
not even get off the ground. We shall therefore take due note of this profound dis-
sension and continue with the (in our assessment, correct) assumption that the 
perplexing realization that something is “left out” is not totally ill-founded.  

     19     Interestingly, the original coining cited Nagel’s paper as an infl uence (see Levine 
 1983 , p. 361 n. 3).  

     20     A notable proponent of this view, according to Block, would be Searle ( 1992 , pp. 
107-108), who argues that if epileptics in the grip of a seizure do not display any 
fl exibility and creativity in their behaviour, then we can conclude that fl exibility 
and creativity are important traits of consciousness.  

     21     For an overview of what is involved, see Bornstein and Pittman ( 1992) , Milner and 
Rugg (1992); as well as the more philosophical treatment in Nelkin ( 1996) .  

     22     The label is Block’s own (see his 2002).  
     23     For his part, Owen Flanagan believes this situation is more than a mere conceptual 

possibility, and that “the case of blindsight shows its actuality” ([1992] 1997, p. 371).  
     24     Block ( 2007)  stresses the need to search for such a phenomenal module without expect-

ing the episodes enjoyed by a subject to be in any wise reportable. He argues that if we 
make reportability a non-negotiable desideratum of our explanation, we will see no 
need to investigate the qualitative experiences themselves. However, “access” in Block’s 
sense is thinner than a verbal report: “Reportability is a legacy of behaviorism that is less 
interesting than it has seemed. The more interesting issue in the vicinity is not the rela-
tion between the phenomenal and the reportable, but rather the relation between the 
phenomenal and the cognitively accessible” (2007, p. 484). So presumably, one could 
have access and still not be able to express this in any overt act of communication.  

     25     Although assorted empirical fi ndings are often quoted in support of various posi-
tions, the debate largely hinges on which party should assume the burden of (dis)
proof. Block ([1992] 1997) has explicitly accused theorists of harbouring a  petitio  
against phenomenal-consciousness, and has recently reiterated this claim in greater 
detail (2007). For a further discussion of Block’s stance and the inference he deems 
inconclusive, see Tye ( 1996 , pp. 291-295).  

     26     For one thing, it could be argued that Block does not fully appreciate the substantial 
point Dennett is trying to make when he asserts that the  ontology  of consciousness 
is essentially cultural (to affi rm that we have cultural constructs for those things we 
talk about is a truism, and would make Dennett’s thesis a mere platitude).  

     27     For a handy survey of Dennett’s critical reception, see Dahlbom ( 1993) .  
     28     Block states that he does “not want to claim that there are non-representational 

phenomenal features of every experience or that when there are, these non-repre-
sentational features form support for the representational features in the manner of 
a ‘base’ ” (1995, p. 28). That is exactly what semiotics claims, the tone being the 
ultimate ground one can reach. Having said this, one must keep in mind that 
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“[w]hat is sign-vehicle one time can be signifi cate [i.e., object] another time; and 
what is interpretant one time can be sign-vehicle the next time; and so on, in an 
unending spiral of (as Peirce liked to say) abductions, deductions, and retroductions 
through which symbols grow” (Deely  2005 , p. 178).  

     29     Block has made his ontological commitments in this regard crystal clear: “Whether 
we use ‘consciousness’ or ‘phenomenal consciousness,’ ‘awareness’ or ‘access-
consciousness,’ the point is that there are two different concepts of the phenomenon 
or phenomena of interest. We have to acknowledge the possibility in principle that 
 these two concepts pick out different phenomena. Two vs. one: that is not a verbal 
issue ” (2000, p. 133; our emphasis).  

     30     Block compares the contribution of phenomena in conscious functions to that of 
water in a hydraulic machine ([1995] 1997, p. 379). This is a fair analogy, espe-
cially since any token perforce implies a tone. But prescission reminds us that water 
without hydraulic machinery would be just a puddle. Since such a lack of access 
would entail a tone without any token, talk of “qualia” in the plural would be inac-
curate: such a mind would be an unbounded expanse fi lled with a unique “what it’s 
like” that would literally be “I know not what.” We already have a name for such a 
“zombie”: we call it a vegetable (see Brandt 2007, pp. 61-62).  

     31     Tracts 2 and 3 in our diagram both agree that qualia are amenable to some sort of 
description and/or analysis. In light of this shared commitment, what sort of meth-
odological rigour can one expect? Although his ontological allegiances leave no 
room for ambiguity, Block’s own answer on this front is a qualifi ed optimism. While 
he thinks there is no reason to be embarrassed by the fact that no non-circular defi ni-
tion of phenomenal-consciousness can be formulated (Block [ 1995]  1997, p. 380), 
he has acknowledged that a realistic stance vis-à-vis this slippery aspect of con-
sciousness and an endorsement of scientifi c naturalism do not fi t comfortably to-
gether (see his 2002). That appraisal seems right. However, the semiotic framework 
we have offered as a substitute allows one to account for the fact that we can discern 
qualia—without making promises it cannot keep. Prescission suffi ces to establish 
that a tone is not a token. On this “quasi-logical” reading, one is not led to onerously 
postulate a separate “module” the actual presence of which researchers would 
 subsequently have to empirically vindicate. The researcher who seeks to confi rm 
that 1 + 1 = 2 by adding drops of water basically invites the objection that two drops 
joined yield but one; whereas the thinker who stays fi rmly grounded in the theoretical 
idiom best suited to the study of that truth wisely obviates such criticisms.  

     32     For instance, Duns Scotus defended the ideas of the Persian philosopher and Aris-
totelian commentator Ibn Sina (known to Latin Europe as “Avicenna”), who had 
argued that, though the human intellect groups concrete instances into various natural 
kinds, the “essence” which makes each individual item what it is must in some 
sense be  prior  to its “existence” (see Williams  2003 , pp. 104-105; Jordan  1984 , 
pp. 143-147). In a way, this resembles Peirce’s contention that there is “no logical 
 diffi culty” in “supposing” a quality “without any occurrence” (1931-58, vol. 1, 
para. 304-305). An informative parallel can thus be drawn between the type/token/
tone distinction and the medieval tripartition of natures as  post rem ,  in rebus , and 



178 Dialogue

 ante rem  (see Gracia and Noone  2006 , p. 199). As interesting as such a gloss is, how-
ever, it presents severe limitations one would do well to keep in mind. In a full-blown 
reifi cation that makes Block’s activated-but-inaccessible module pale by comparison, 
the idea of the  ante rem  was usually taken as what the Divine Mind would be (was?) 
contemplating prior to the mysterious “contraction” of inchoate commonality into 
individualities; whereas from a (more humble) semiotic standpoint, the apprehension 
of the tone’s priority comes simply by way of a cognitive operation directed at a spe-
cifi c subclass of things (“signs”) which allow for such splitting to begin with. Accord-
ing to Peirce’s categorial architecture, representation entails relation and relation 
entails quality. But in establishing this, we always work our way down from a stock 
of representations, and thus never really encounter a quality that isn’t actualized.  

     33     A store of achievements nicely summarized in the otherwise eclectic Nöth ( 1995 , 
pp. 79-80).  

     34     This is certainly not unrelated to the celebrated “belief-doubt-inquiry-belief” sequence 
central to the pragmatist theory of knowledge (of which Peirce was indisputably a 
fountainhead). Pursuing this connection further, however, will force one to confront 
 normative  questions downstream that, strictly speaking, fall outside the purview of 
semiotics and philosophy of mind. That’s not necessarily a bad thing; epistemology is 
a worthwhile endeavour. It’s just not something we set out to accomplish.  

     35     We would like to thank Verena Gottschling, Matthew Ivanowich, Ryan Tonkens, and 
anonymous referees for helpful comments on earlier drafts (the usual caveats apply). We 
would also like to acknowledge the Department of Philosophy at York for its support.    
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Abstract. Prompted by the thesis that an organism’s umwelt possesses not just a 
descriptive dimension, but a normative one as well, some have sought to annex 
semiotics with ethics. Yet the pronouncements made in this vein have consisted 
mainly in rehearsing accepted moral intuitions, and have failed to concretely fur-
ther our knowledge of why or how a creature comes to order objects in its environ-
ment in accordance with axiological charges of value or disvalue. For want of a 
more explicit account, theorists writing on the topic have relied almost exclusively 
on semiotic insights about perception originally designed as part of a sophisti-
cated refutation of idealism. The end result, which has been a form of direct given-
ness, has thus been far from convincing. In an effort to bring substance to the 
right-headed suggestion that values are rooted in the biological and conform to 
species-specific requirements, we present a novel conception that strives to make 
explicit the elemental structure underlying umwelt normativity. Building and  
expanding on the seminal work of Ayn Rand in metaethics, we describe values as 
an intertwined lattice which takes a creature’s own embodied life as its ultimate 
standard; and endeavour to show how, from this, all subsequent valuations can in 
principle be determined.
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No animal will ever leave its Umwelt space, the 
center of which is the animal itself.
(Jakob von Uexküll 2001[1936]: 109)

I wished to find a warrant for being. I need no 
warrant for being, and no word of sanction upon 
my being. I am the warrant and the sanction.
(Ayn Rand 1999[1938]: 94)

1. From Uexküll to Sebeok and beyond

A few connectors must be in place in order to go from semiotics to ethics, 
so we will do well to begin our inquiry by briefly recalling exactly what 
the established route is, especially since we intend to follow most of it 
ourselves. It was the Estonian biologist Jakob von Uexküll who first 
proposed the concept of “umwelt” or “around-world” to account for 
those deep discrepancies that follow from the species-specific constitu-
tion of the senses. The idea, in a nutshell, is that a worldly scene appears 
very different depending on which creature is doing the apprehension, 
be it a mussel, a fly, or a human (see Rüting 2004: 57). What we have 
here is an explicit realization that Kant’s forms of sensible intuition and 
constitutive conditions of the understanding are biologically relative — 
coupled with a tacit naturalism that doesn’t seem to be too concerned 
with transgressing the bounds of solipsism:

A flower stem that in our Umwelt is a support for the flower, becomes a pipe 
full of liquid for the meadow spittlebug (Philaenus spumarius) who sucks out 
the liquid to build its foamy nest. The same flower stem becomes an upward 
path for the ant, connecting its nest with its hunting ground in the flower. For 
the grazing cow the flower stem becomes part of a tasty morsel of food for her 
to chew in her big mouth. (Uexküll 2001[1936]: 108)

According to Uexküll (1909), each organism weaves a world that is 
tailor-made to suit it via a constant loop between “receptor” senses 



11Axiomatizing umwelt normativity

and “effector” motor organs. As he put it, these are the “two arms of 
a forceps” by which animals come to grasp the objects that surround 
them (Uexküll 1957[1934]: 10). “World of action and world-as-sensed 
together make a comprehensive whole, which I call the surrounding-
world” (Uexküll 1926[1920]: 127). Uexküll duly recognized that, on 
those terms, some umwelten would have to be more complex than  
others.1 Still, the currency of the transactions within (and between) any 
umwelt is signs, so his theory has aptly been identified as involving a 
certain semiosis or sign-action avant la lettre.2

Uexküll’s work thus captured the attention of Thomas A. Sebeok 
(1989: 187–207; 1998: 31–35), a Hungarian-born linguist who came to 
see in the notion of umwelt an ideal template whence to develop his 
ambitious project for an integrated “zoosemiotic” (and later, “biosemio- 
tic”) account of sign-use (Petrilli, Ponzio 2001).

For in his rediscovery of von Uexküll, Sebeok felt that he had not only found 
the long missing piece of the puzzle that he had been looking for — but he was 
also convinced that he had found what so many other laborers in so many 
other fields should have been looking for all this time as well — i.e., an abso-
lutely naturalistic way of understanding the link between the human world of 
signs and the animal world of signs. [...] With now a clear vision that the abyss 
between sign study and biology had found its bridge, Sebeok began the project 
that we today call biosemiotics — a project whose goal was nothing less than 
a scientific understanding of how the subjective experience of organisms —  
as enabled differently by each species’ particular biological constitution — 
comes to play a genuinely causal role in the ongoing co-organization of nature. 
(Favareau 2007: 31, 33)

1 It should be noted that “Uexküll distinguished sharply between plants and ani-
mals. Only the latter have nervous systems and therefore Umwelts. Plants instead 
possessed what he called a ‘wohnhülle’ — a cover of live cells by which they select 
their stimuli” (Hoffmeyer 2008: 188). However, like Hoffmeyer, we shall follow the 
stance adopted by Anderson et al. (1984) and “use Umwelt as a common concept for 
the phenomenal worlds of organisms, of whatever kind these might be” (Hoffmeyer 
2008: 188).
2 For a healthy reminder of the pitfalls associated with “translating” Uexküll’s ideas 
into a jargon with which he was not acquainted, see Chang (2009).



12 Marc Champagne

As Sebeok writes: “Uexküll’s highly original Umwelt-Forschung — 
which its creator viewed as a scientific theory anchored in Kant’s a 
priori intuitions — is truly a fundamental theory as much of sign-pro-
cesses (or semiosis) as of vital functions” (Sebeok 2001[1994]: 144).

Armed with this important hermeneutic angle, Sebeok and his fol-
lowers systematically revisited Uexküll’s writings and took the concept 
of umwelt further. One of the first and most important modifications 
made on the original framework was to own up to the externalism 
implicit in Uexküll’s project of grasping another creature’s viewpoint.3 
Thus, whereas Uexküll had maintained (in typical Kantian fashion4) 
that “we will never find out” what the world looks like with such spe-
cies-specific processing removed (2001[1936]: 107), the abler disciples 
under Sebeok’s tutelage went straight for the idealist jugular, as it  
were:

[U]nlike Heidegger, who expressly wrestled with reaching an alternative to the 
existing paradigms both realist and idealist, von Uexküll embraced a horn of 
the false dilemma: he saw himself as merely extending the Kantian paradigm 
to biology. He did not see that such an “adaptation” presupposed a capacity of 
human understanding incompatible with the original claims Kant thought 
to establish for rational life by his initiative. […] The genuine adoption by a 
human observer of the point of view of another life form, on which Umwelt 
research is predicated, is a-priori impossible in the original Kantian scheme. 
(Deely 1990: 123; see also Bains 2001)

A further addition made by Sebeok’s school was the idea that species-
specificity entails not only a descriptive readjustment of a creature’s 
apprehended environment, but a normative one as well.5 The original 

3 This flies in the face of much contemporary analytic philosophy. See Nagel (1974) 
for a particularly influential statement.
4 Kant writes: “Now I cannot have the least representation of a thinking being 
through an external experience, but only through self-consciousness. Thus such  
objects are nothing further than the transference of this consciousness of mine 
to other things, which can be represented as thinking beings only in this way” 
(1998[1781–87]: A347/ B405; see also A363).
5 Throughout this paper, we use “normative” solely as an antonym to “descriptive”, 
and disregard whatever other meaning(s) authors have ascribed the term.
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impetus for this ambitious addition came not from ethics per se, but 
from ethology (Sebeok 1989: 198–199). Clearly it can be observed that 
animals react differently depending on which objects they are exposed 
to, and that they do so with a regularity (or “ethogram”) that is not hap-
hazard. A good way to understand such behaviour is to describe it in 
terms of mutually exclusive movements of “approach” or “withdrawal” 
(see Schneirla 1965).6 As Sebeok explains, “the navigation between 
these two poles [...] is a daily process and therefore the organism con-
structs a model of the universe consisting of three kinds of things: 
things to be approached, things to be avoided and all the rest” (quoted 
in Shintani 2001: 126). The notion of umwelt helps to articulate this 
crucial idea of bringing order (and expectations) to the ongoing flow 
of stimuli — without casting it into a mentalist idiom that would basi-
cally allow only humans to possess one. The world-involving relational 
structure which binds a subject to its experiential environment thus 
provides an excellent template for expressing “where” the aforemen-
tioned triage might be “located”.

On this view, a creature’s sensory apparatus does not merely record a 
panoply of “disenchanted” objects but — perhaps more importantly —  
helps it order that display into an array where everything is assigned 
a specific normative value (Deely 2008: 482–484). Here again, the 
demands imposed by species membership are paramount. For an ant, 
the upright flower stem which lets it gain access to the core area of its 
home range is not just “tall”, but “good”.7 This suggests that ethical 

6 Schneirla also used the terms “towardness” and “awayness”, which are sometimes 
referred to more generally as the “appetitive/aversive” distinction.
7 Uexküll once wrote that “the visible things are ordered according to their sig-
nificance for our life. Everything that is near us, and has an immediate impact on 
human beings, is there in full size; distant and hence less dangerous things appear 
small. The movements of the small things may be invisible, while the movements of 
the things that are close, scare us” (2001[1936]: 107). Although one should not bur-
den this passage with a level of scrutiny it clearly was not intended to bear, it might 
be noted that humans are increasingly gratified (not scared) the closer an attractive 
person is to them, and would likely be terrified by the sight of a nuclear mushroom 
far off on the horizon. Uexküll’s remarks about proximal and distal stimuli — what 
Sebeok (2001a: 125; 2001b) liked to call a “Hediger bubble” — might then be read 
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considerations, traditionally regarded as aloof from mundane concerns 
(especially after Kant 1996[1788]), might have their place in the natural 
order after all. Kalevi Kull, for instance, believes that “the origin of 
value can be seen as a problem of theoretical biology and biosemiotics” 
(2001: 355). It is unclear whether semiotics (or biology) has a rightful 
proprietary claim to such a question, especially since the topic seems 
to call for distinctly philosophic tools. Nevertheless, the idea that a spe-
cies-specific umwelt admits of a normative dimension is definitely one 
worth studying further, whatever the discipline.

Unfortunately, the (meagre) positive-theoretic proposals which 
have been made in this vein have until now remained poorly defended, 
and could benefit from being fleshed out in greater, more convincing, 
detail. For want of a more explicit account, theorists writing on the 
topic of umwelt normativity have relied almost exclusively on semio-
tic insights about perception which were originally designed as part 
of a sophisticated attempt to refute philosophical idealism (see for 
example Deely 2001). The merit of that semiotic account in the field 
of knowledge is not being called into question here. What we would 
like to challenge is the assumption that values are amenable to a like-
wise dynamic. In particular, that claim invites the following question: 
why should there be any normativity to begin with? Indeed, despite 
each person’s intimate familiarity with the phenomenon of valuation, 
it is not at all obvious why there should even be such a feature (though 
the datum that there is such an activity strikes us as beyond ques-
tion). Moreover, it is fully legitimate to ask how the aforementioned 
triage unfolds, that is, what “rationale” (if any) valuations obey. The 
vocabulary of “approach” and “withdrawal” is admittedly helpful as a 
first approximation, but it will simply beg the question if it is invoked 
as a causal explanation of the behaviour.8 Ethology does not by itself 
explain why one movement dominates over the other at any given 
time. Hence, while fecund projection from a large pool of observations 

more profitably in terms of gradated levels of attentive saliency, not axiology.
8 For a sobering warning against hypostatizing an inquiry’s methodological dis-
tinctions and projecting them onto the worldly domain it studies, see Markoš (2009).
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is good, entailment from general nomological principles would be an 
even more robust complement.

It is on this front that we would like to contribute. Our chief resource 
in this task will be the groundbreaking ideas of the Russian-born phi-
losopher and novelist Ayn9 Rand (born 1905, died 1982). Rand is of 
course best-known for the enduring success of her massive novels, as 
well as for her trenchant persona. Yet Rand’s literary works were fol-
lowed by a series of short but highly-influential nonfiction essays in 
which she strove to further articulate her philosophical views (often in 
the light of current events).10 Like Uexküll, Rand was a freethinking 
theorist who, by choice, worked mainly outside the academic estab-
lishment (see Branden 1986).11 Unlike Uexküll, however, she nursed 
a virulent aversion to Kantianism (Machan 2001: 115–119), and con-
sidered Aristotle her main influence. Although there are some clear 
points of departure, in many respects her systematic philosophy fits 
well with the biological approach championed by Uexküll and, after 
him, Sebeok.12 Let us then see whether the ideas she expressed can help 
us make progress on some as of yet unresolved metaethical issues.

9 Pronounced like “mine”.
10 While the fictional material contains much of interest — it’s been said that her 
epic novel Atlas Shrugged (first published in 1957) is to her philosophy what The 
Republic is to Plato’s (Den Uyl 1973; Long 2007) — we shall here focus exclusively 
on her later, more theoretical, writings.
11 However, in recognition of her various achievements, she was awarded an hon-
orary Doctor of Humane Letters (L. H. D.) by Lewis and Clark College in 1963.
12 A neurophysiologist familiar with Rand’s work supposedly once said of one 
of her novels that it “was written by a great biologist” (see Branden 1986: 408).  
Although Rand was by no means a scientist — she steadfastly refused to make sub-
stantial pronouncements on scientific matters that fall outside the purview of ceno-
scopic inquiry — we know that she took biology in 1922 while completing a degree 
in history at Leningrad State University (Sciabarra 1999: 9). Sciabarra notes that, 
even though she later abandoned it, Rand often used the word “organic” in her early 
writings, and suggests that “it is quite possible that the concept was a holdover from 
her student years. Interestingly, the word ‘organic’ can be found in quite a few of the 
philosophic works to which Rand may have been exposed while she was a student at 
Leningrad University; [Nikolai Onufrievich] Lossky, a renowned philosophy profes-
sor whom Rand recollects, wrote a well-known [1917] volume called, The World as 
an Organic Whole” (Sciabarra 1998: 158n12).
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2. Why? How?

In saying that an umwelt has a normative dimension, we commit our-
selves to treading the (in)famous “is/ought” chasm David Hume flatly 
asserted could not be bridged.13 Furthermore, by situating the discus-
sion in a broadly biological context, we endorse a certain naturalism 
that surrenders any methodological appeal to supernatural resources 
(like God’s will and so on). A high premium is thus put on any expla-
nation that would bring the domain of “oughts” into conformity with 
what we know about the remainder of the (more straightforward) natu-
ral world — without denaturing the idea of normativity.

One candidate that seems to fit these desiderata is the quasi-Heideg-
gerian thesis that the normative is wholly primitive, being imbedded in 
the fabric of a person’s surrounding world so deeply as to foreclose theo- 
retical reflection (see Bains 2001: 155–161). Just as we cannot revoke 
our species membership, so it is argued we should accept that, when 
it comes to values, the die has been cast. This is ostensibly the position 
currently endorsed by most thinkers of a Sebeokean persuasion (no 
doubt because it has remained until now pretty much the only explana-
tion on the market).14 What we have here, in effect, is a re-employment 
of the familiar semiotic concept of transparency which expresses well 
the Heideggerian argument from priority.15 However, this stance fails 

13 Machan (2008a) claims that Hume objected only to the idea that one could  
deduce an “ought” from an “is”, but that he did not object per se to the prospect of 
deriving an “ought” from an “is”.
14 John Deely was an early student of Heidegger’s thought (see for example his 
1971).
15 Heidegger held that “when a being is discovered in its being, it is always already 
a thing at hand in the surrounding world and precisely not ‘initially’ merely objec-
tively present ‘world-stuff ’”(1996[1927]: 85; pagination of the Niemeyer edition). 
Hence he thought that “[i]nterpretation does not, so to speak, throw a ‘significance’ 
over what is nakedly objectively present and does not stick a value on it, but what is 
encountered in the world is always already in a relevance which is disclosed in the 
understanding of world, a relevance which is made explicit by interpretation” (Hei-
degger 1996 [1927]: 150). For a contrast between Heidegger’s views and Uexküll’s, 
see Chien (2006: 70–77).
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to provide any substantive account of why and how objects in a crea-
ture’s umwelt come to have a normative dimension beyond the merely 
descriptive. Although they clearly marvelled at the phenomenon (see 
Récanati 1979: 15–28), semioticians did not take the transparency of 
signification at face value, but instead questioned how this occurred 
and developed formally coherent and materially adequate semiosic 
models that shed light on the apparently immediate aspect of media-
tion. So, to the extent that umwelten have a normative dimension, we 
may rightly wonder whether it is wise to endorse a stance which effec-
tively forces us to renounce probing that feature. If we stop inquiry at 
transparency, any hope of understanding the action of signs disappears 
(and, along with it, the semiotician’s job). Likewise, if we make the 
apparent self-evidence of values inscrutable, then values (whatever they 
are) will simply become imperatives to be unquestioningly gawked at, 
not studied.16

Beyond being unpalatable from the standpoint of inquiry, the 
received view is plagued by internal difficulties. Consider the following 
claim:

In pure perception this distinction [between mind-independent “things” and 
mind-dependent “objects”] is entirely hidden. Perception yields only an objec-
tive world structured along the line of +, –, 0; that is all. Of course mistakes 
are possible. The animal that miscalculates loses its prey and starves. (Deely 
2005a: 177)

Notice the unresolved tension nested in this passage. On the one hand, 
values are depicted as a ready-made natural resource available simply 
through the (passive) employment of an animal’s perceptual channels. 
On the other hand, failure of such non-inferential input to be life-sup-
porting is attributed to the animal’s “miscalculation”. So which is it? If 
something was about to spell harm or even death for a creature, then, 
according to the direct-perception account, one would have expected 

16 That is not to say that Heiddegger’s writings have nothing to teach us. How-
ever, from a methodological standpoint, the commitments of the existential pheno- 
menologist and the semiotician differ vastly.
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that feature to lie in plain sight. Surely the explanation adduced is appli-
cable to a subset of cases. Still, by and large, it seems to be untenable. 
As the Randian scholar Tara Smith accurately points out (2000: 85; see 
also her 1998): “Values are not self-evident. One cannot spot a value as 
a value in the same way that one can recognize a tree as a tree, a chair 
as a chair, or blades of grass as blades of grass. A beverage might look 
harmless but actually be toxic; a person might look menacing but be 
completely harmless”. However, according to the view which currently 
enjoys currency in semiotic circles, a toxic beverage should look toxic.17

It is therefore erroneous to assume that normativity unfolds in the 
umwelt in the same manner as descriptivity does. Just as the “relative 
being” of the sign cannot be studied directly but must rather be arrived 
at by the understanding (Deely 1990: 36–38), so must we do more than 
just open our eyes to grasp what it means to be a value.18 To be sure, the 
error is an innocent one, in so far as the hypothesis shows surface plau-
sibility and has local applicability. In spite of this, exploiting an analogy 
with perception so as to induce a covering model is a deeply flawed 
project. J. L. Mackie’s (1977: 41) well-known philosophic criticisms in 
this regard are still germane: “It is not even sufficient to postulate a  
faculty which ‘sees’ the wrongness: something must be postulated which 
can see at once the natural features that constitute the cruelty, and the 
wrongness, and the mysterious consequential link between the two”.

In light of the foregoing, it seems we must negotiate two demands. 
On the one hand, we want to keep intact the thesis that a creature is 
subjected to a fairly cohesive body of norms which, owing to evolu-
tionary circumstances, suit its biological constitution. A satisfactory 
theory shall therefore have to ground its account of umwelt normativity  
in the natural order, not the social or the supernatural, and exhibit a 

17 Invoking “deception” and “camouflage” would be ad hoc, and clearly won’t do 
here.
18 Of course, the tensions inherent in the perceptual account of normativity dissi-
pate the moment we take the aforementioned idea of “miscalculation” seriously. But 
doing so means renouncing the premise that valuation is somehow reducible to a 
mere act of perception. So we need a story that will not ground umwelt normativity 
in any sort of direct apprehension, lest the whole problematic become intractable.
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level of rigour appropriate to the task at hand. On the other hand, we 
don’t want to reify normativity so that its apprehension turns solely 
on a passive intake that is not amenable to further scrutiny. If a theory 
produces no convincing reason beyond self-evident intuition and/or 
tradition for why certain valuations are what they are, then it has failed.

3. Rand’s non-reductive naturalist account

This is where Ayn Rand’s account has much to offer. Rand steadfastly 
repudiates any direct apprehension of the normative, in so far as she 
insists that, as a matter of logic, identification must always precede 
evaluation (see Peikoff 1993: 154–155). Her work, in sum, can be under-
stood as a sustained attempt to dissipate the “mysteriousness” alluded 
to by Mackie — albeit not by further buttressing the supposed link 
between perception and values.19 Den Uyl and Rasmussen (1986: 63) 
remark that Rand “is much more concerned with the foundation of 
ethics than most ethicians”. We cannot “see” values, Rand holds, yet 
neither do we “invent” them.20

In Rand’s view, it is through our own pleasure-pain and emotional responses 
that we first become aware of normative issues. In that respect, the role of 
these responses in the formation of normative (but not yet moral) concepts 

19 As is famously the case, for example, with John McDowell (1998: 131–150), who 
likens values to Locke’s “secondary qualities”. In fairness, though, McDowell’s per-
ceptual account is not that extravagant when considered in its greater programmatic 
context: “All I have aimed to do in the direction of ‘moral realism’, in my writings 
about ethics, is to counter bad reasons for supposing that the idea of attaining truth 
— getting things right — is unavailable in the context of ethical thinking. That con-
stitutes a limited and piecemeal defense of the thesis that truth is indeed achievable 
in ethics. I do not see why this should seem eccentric, even at first sight” (McDowell 
2002: 300).
20 This reprises the classic theme of her “objectivist” stance, which centres on over-
coming the mistaken opposition between what she calls “intrinsicism” and “subjec-
tivism”. The noted Rand scholar and political scientist C. M. Sciabarra (1995; 2000) 
has done much to bring this dialectical motif to the fore.
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bears a certain resemblance to the role of perception in the formation of cog-
nitive concepts. Through these responses, the world strikes us as normatively 
valenced (that is, as containing things that are good and bad, things that are 
worthy of being sought or avoided). The philosophic question these responses 
raise is how to understand them. Physical pleasure and pain, Rand claims, are 
the forms in which we experience the immediate beneficial and harmful effects 
of their sources on our physical well-being. They are sources of normative 
information, albeit limited in their reach. But Rand denies that they supply an 
adequate foundation for moral concepts, as opposed to a rudimentary generic 
concept of one’s good. Emotional responses she views as the affective form in 
which we experience our own (sometimes implicit) evaluations (thus fear, she 
holds, is the form in which we experience the judgment that something is to be 
avoided on account of its dangers). Emotions cannot be treated as even limited 
purveyors of normative information, she argues, except when we can be sure 
of the evaluations that underlie them. […] It is not apparent, then, how percep-
tion or anything analogous to perception in its concrete immediacy — such as 
pleasure/pain responses or emotional responses — could provide a foundation 
for moral concepts and judgments. (Wright 2008: 165–166)

Rand’s theory of values — best expressed in her seminal paper The 
Objectivist Ethics (1964: 13–39)21 — hinges on the recognition that 
biological embodiment entails not only species-specific constraints 
on one’s perceptual access to reality (see Gotthelf 2000: 56), but also a  
certain bodily finitude. As she puts it in a very dense statement:

There is only one fundamental alternative in the universe: existence or non-
existence — and it pertains to a single class of entities: to living organisms. 
The existence of inanimate matter is unconditional, the existence of life is not: 
it depends on a specific course of action. Matter is indestructible, it changes 
its forms, but it cannot cease to exist. It is only a living organism that faces a  
constant alternative: the issue of life or death. Life is a process of self-sustai-
ning and self-generated action. If an organism fails in that action, it dies; its 
chemical elements remain, but its life goes out of existence. It is only the con-
cept of ‘Life’ that makes the concept of ‘Value’ possible. It is only to a living 
entity that things can be good or evil. (Rand 1964: 16)

When we leave behind Cartesian dualism and strive to incorpo-
rate embodiment back into our overall picture, we commit ourselves 

21 Originally delivered at a conference on Ethics in our time held at the University 
of Wisconsin, February 9, 1961.
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to critically rethinking not only the mind and experience, but also 
the idea of immateriality.22 Kalevi Kull maintains that “[t]he gene 
sequences cannot be deduced from the universal laws of physics” (2003: 
597) and that this marks the threshold where efficient causation ends 
and life-processes begin. Yet the cell is a precarious thing, and even 
if it reproduces into an organism greater than its parts, the resultant 
entity, though admittedly stronger than a cell, remains extremely vul-
nerable.23 It is here, at the higher-level complexity where the question 
“How did something become ‘someone’?” (Hoffmeyer 1996: viii; see 
also 2008: 186) becomes germane, that normativity arises.24 According 
to Claus Emmeche (2004: 120), “[b]iosemiotics posits that organismic 
embodiment is the first genuine form of embodiment in which a sys-
tem becomes an autonomous agent ‘acting on its own behalf ’”. Now, as 
David Kelley (2000: 82) explains,

[Rand’s] most important contribution in ethics is clearly her insight that  
values are rooted in the phenomenon of life. Values exist because the exist-
ence of a living organism depends on its own goal-directed action; in order to 
survive it must treat certain things as good for it and other things as bad. This 
is her solution to the notorious is-ought problem in philosophy, the problem 
of how normative conclusions can be derived from facts about the world, and 
it provides the basis for an objective ethics. 

22 Susan Petrilli (2003: 66) has made the flatly self-contradictory claim that “the 
body” is “incorporeal”. Now a body can be a lot of things, but it cannot be non-
corporeal. Ironically, the biological turn in semiotics originally sprang from a desire 
to distance the discipline from the fashionable nonsense of those who said “such 
ridiculous things that the serious thinkers, like the good philosophers, the scien-
tists, physicists, biologists, just laughed and threw up their hands” (Thomas Sebeok, 
quoted in Shintani 2000: 53).
23 Uexküll (1926[1920]: 129) held that “the struggle for existence is not merely one 
cause in the causal series, but an essential part of the general plan of life”.
24 This marks a departure from the Peircean paradigm, since Peirce refused to 
make the customary human/nonhuman and living/nonliving distinctions (Santaella 
2001). Although this divergence might be taken to raise the hotly-debated question 
of “semiotic thresholds” (Kull 2003: 596–598), such a partition is largely irrelevant 
in the present context, since the theory we are putting forth applies only to those 
individuals who are alive — whoever those happen to be.
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Although values are not ready-made things in the world and cannot be 
taken as self-evident, they can nevertheless be rigorously studied in so 
far as they take root in the natural order, by way of a creature’s (peri-
lous) place in that order (Machan 2008b). Rand (1964: 16) stressed that 
an individual life is in a sense “more” than the sum of its parts, as the 
materials that make it up can persist, yet the interaction which sustains 
their cohesion cease.25 Certain biologists have likewise recognized that 
“an individual is an entity that has the private aspect that is idiosyn-
cratic and disappears upon its death, as well as the public aspect that 
survives its death” (Kawade 2009: 207). This, for Rand, is a fact of cru-
cial import. If the ontological continuance of life was guaranteed like 
that of matter, she argues, no value could be possible, for there would 
be no real alternative to anything — no incentive to order one object or 
activity as more or less important than another. She uses the following 
metaphor to illustrate her point: 

[T]ry to imagine an immortal, indestructible robot, an entity which moves and 
acts, but which cannot be affected by anything, which cannot be changed in any 
respect, which cannot be damaged, injured or destroyed. Such an entity would 
not be able to have any values; it would have nothing to gain or to lose; it could 
not regard anything as for or against it, as serving or threatening its welfare, as 
fulfilling or frustrating its interests. It could have no interests and no goals. Only 
a living entity can have goals or can originate them. [...] On the physical level, the 
functions of all living organisms, from the simplest to the most complex — from 
the nutritive function in the single cell of an amoeba to the blood circulation in 
the body of a man — are actions generated by the organism itself and directed to 
a single goal: the maintenance of the organism’s life. (Rand 1964: 16–17)

25 Ray Shelton (1995: 1, 3) observes that, in spite of the fact that Rand “was close to 
silent on the historical origins of her ethical theory [...] careful historical investiga-
tion reveals that her moral thinking shares a great number of similarities with the 
distinctive ethical theorizing of Epicurus of Samos [...]”. He explains that “Epicurus’ 
insight is that organic entities must act to remain alive; being alive is a conditional 
state. Inorganic entities […] do not engage in self-sustaining behavior. On the other 
hand, organic entities must engage in self-generated processes directed at self-preser- 
vation in order to maintain their existence” (Shelton 1995: 7). It should be under-
scored, though, that whereas Epicurus’ body of doctrines culminates in a version of 
“hedonistic egoism”, Rand’s ethical stance is best described as “rational egoism” (see 
Rand 1997: 505, 553–557; 1964: 31–33).
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The robot in this example would no doubt encounter various objects 
and face sundry alternatives, but it would lack any binding standard 
by which to privilege some more than others. Values are thus an objec-
tive fact that flows from the finite biological existence of any creature. 
It is only because an organism can at any time lose its life that it has a 
tangible stake in its surrounding environment.26

The world makes certain non-negotiable demands on the continued  
bodily integrity of a living agent (and this in accordance with its par-
ticular species membership); but that worldly domain, considered in 
abstracto of the agent, is not the repository of values. As Tara Smith 
explains (2008: 128, 130–131): 

When people contemplate the objectivity of ethics, very often what they have 
in mind is the notion that value or propriety resides in certain things. They 
conceive of objective value as roughly some sort of substance or property that 
exists “out there in the world”, independently of human attitudes. Value is 
considered a type of external existent, and the question for objectivists and 
subjectivists to settle is whether any of this hypothesized stuff actually exists. 
[...] According to Rand, these depictions of moral objectivity suggest that 
the alternative to subjectivism — to value’s existing “in people’s heads” — is  
value’s existing “out there”, lodged within particular things. This is a mistake, 
however. In fact, objective value relies on contributions of both conscious-
ness and external reality. Moral objectivity is a function of the relationship 
between subject and object. It is neither located in nor a product of either, to 
the exclusion of the other. While one might be able to find elements of the 
intrinsicist and subjectivist schools with which Rand would agree, it is crucial 
to understand that such elements represent only partial truths, in her view, 
that need to be supplemented by the full explanation of the dynamic that gives 
rise to values. 

26 Embodiment is typically viewed as challenging the very notion of “artificial life” 
(Dreyfus 1979; Ziemke, Sharkey 2001: 731–738). Yet what matters in embodiment, 
at least where normativity is concerned, is not some special positive (say, “vitalist”) 
attribute, but bodily corruptibility. In other words, what makes Rand’s “indestruc-
tible robot” patently incapable of valuing is not the fact that it is a “robot” but the fact 
that it is “immortal” (for more on Rand’s analogy, see Smith 2000: 87–90). Whether 
a (corruptible) artificial being could ever actively “care” about its continuity is an 
altogether different question. For a negative answer, see Boden (2000); which makes 
use of the ideas developed in Maturana and Varela (1980).
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Like the sign, then, the “being” of values is essentially relational. This is 
why the notion of umwelt — explicitly reworked so that it straddles the 
false dichotomy between idealism and realism (Deely 2004b: 2–5)27 — 
is such an appropriate place to “locate” normativity.

The various denizens of the world may be wholly “disenchanted” 
when considered as material things occupying a certain lot of space. 
But they can no longer be viewed simply in this manner when conside-
red in relation to a concrete living agency. Semioticians interested in 
biology (and biologists interested in exploring such questions) will find 
much in Rand’s philosophy that is genial to their approach. As Leonard  
Peikoff (1993: 192–193) writes in his extensive presentation of her sys-
tem: 

No one will ever show that a man being shot and the bullet piercing his body 
are metaphysically interchangeable entities, since both are “merely collec-
tions of atoms in motion”. One “collection” can die; the other cannot. In this 
profound sense, Ayn Rand is unanswerably right when she says that a living 
organism, but not matter as such, is destructible. The one can become inani-
mate; the other already is. 

Compare this with Jesper Hoffmeyer, who speaks of the harmful conse- 
quences of “making dead nature the model of nature at large” (2002: 99).28

 

27 Rand consistently termed these two views “subjectivism” and “intrinsicism” 
respectively, since she refused to forfeit the claim to “realism”. As she writes: “All 
knowledge is processed knowledge — whether on the sensory, perceptual or con-
ceptual level. An ‘unprocessed’ knowledge would be a knowledge acquired with-
out means of cognition. [...] [T]he satisfaction of every need of a living organism 
requires an act of processing by that organism, be it the need of air, of food or of 
knowledge” (Rand 1990[1966–67]: 81). This, for her, does not fall short of realism 
— at least not without invoking some impossible (other-worldly) standard. Given 
their respect for the idea that one’s species membership determines what is to be 
regarded as a proper gauge in epistemic and ethical matters, Randians (for example, 
Rasmussen 1999: 1n1) will no doubt appreciate Uexküll’s statement that “Perfec-
tion is not omnipotence, but merely means the correct and complete exercise of all the 
means available” (Uexküll 1926[1920]: 164; emphasis in original).
28 The distinction between the dead and the living figures prominently in Aristotle’s 
philosophy (see Brogaard 1999: 209).
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Although Rand’s overriding concern was to provide a solid metaethical 
grounding for human morality, she never shied away from recogni-
zing that her theory applied equally to all life-forms.29 Whereas Kant  
“limits the moral actors to members of the symbolic order” (Cock Buning 
1997: 194), the situation is altogether different in Rand’s philosophy. 
Smith summarizes this best when she remarks that,

Much ordinary thinking about plants and animals reflects implicit recogni-
tion of life as the source of value judgments. When we assess certain events as 
beneficial or harmful for plants or animals, the barometer that we employ is 
the life of the organism. [...] What allows these evaluations is not the fact that 
one experiences varying feelings in reaction to such events. Rather, it is the 
fact that the organisms stand to gain from them; their lives can be strengthe-
ned or set back. (Smith 2000: 87)30

Although from a descriptive standpoint this entails that humanity as 
a group no longer occupies a privileged cosmological abode, it makes 
each individual (human or otherwise) the very center of its normative 
universe. Whereas in Kant’s philosophy we find epistemological solip-
sism coupled with an assignment of ethical primacy to the Other (Kant 
countenancing other minds in practice but not in theory),31 in Rand 

29 Hoffmeyer (1993) suggests that moral agency could be ranked according to the 
degree of freedom a (living) candidate exhibits in its use of signs. Although this is 
not implausible, such a proposal would be foreign to a Randian outlook, as it would 
basically make morality a matter of “ascription” by others in the light of semiotic com-
merce. As our opening quotations make plain, the individual subject just has a privi-
leged moral significance by the very fact of being alive and wishing to prolong that 
state; nothing further is required. For a discussion of the topic of animal consciousness 
that avoids falling prey to the usual prejudices, see Allen and Bekoff (2007).
30 Since in “phytosemiosis there is little in the way of choice”, Deely (2005b: 209–
210) contends that “only in the life of animals do things become objects, and objects 
become cathected and constructed according to the lifeplan of the animals as + (to 
be sought), – (to be avoided), and Ø (safely to be ignored)”. Although there is some-
thing to be said for this view, the inference marshalled does not really follow: it is 
not because one cannot change or alter a given course of events that one is necessa-
rily indifferent to those events. For example, no animal was ever responsible for the 
existence of the sun; but a specific biological constitution coupled with an individual 
desire to live and flourish can definitely make the sun a value.
31 Tønnessen (2003: 287) remarks that Uexküll never discussed “whether attribution  
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we find a complete reversal, in so far as she readily acknowledges the 
reality of the external world yet insists that each person must make 
their own (eudaimonistic) fulfilment their chief moral concern (Hunt  
1999).

Citing Uexküll’s sober recognition that, however much one may 
struggle to evade the fact, “our ego remains of necessity subjec-
tive” (Uexküll 1926[1920]: 51), Thomas Sebeok rightly noted that the  
“[h]urdles between egos — unlike those between cells, which are sur-
rounded by semipermeable membranes, allowing the passage of certain 
chemicals and thereby certain information — are insurmountable” 
(Sebeok 2001a: 126). Although this has important ethical implications, 
it does not entail solipsism, at least not without the addition of consi-
derable amounts of speculative scepticism. 

The private aspects of these elements are essentially what are observed and 
described from within the living subject, and in principle cannot be comp-
letely clarified objectively from the outside […]. However, it is an empirical 
fact that communication between different subjects is possible, and it is evi-
dent that mutual understanding and empathy are possible to certain extents 
through the public aspects of the triad [between individual, umwelt, and  
society]. (Kawade 2009: 208)

It is unfortunate, however, that theorists routinely show themselves 
incapable of harmoniously holding both of these tenets. The con-
junction, as Rand sees it, is that whereas the descriptive sphere is 
publically-accessible, the normative is essentially a first-person affair.

As such, it is important to stress that for Rand it is not a Platonic 
concept of “Life” that gives rise to values, since such an incorruptible 
universal would by definition be incapable of corruption. Rather, if we 
are to understand why there are values to begin with, she argues that 
we must recover the immanence implicit in embodiment, and grant full 
metaphysical primacy to particular lives (Rand 1997: 561–562; 2005: 
108).32 Hence, this first-person scale knows nothing about the God’s 

of moral status to animals is possible within a Kantian framework”.
32 For the gradual development of Rand’s views on individualism, see Rand 1999: 
244–310.



27Axiomatizing umwelt normativity

eye view of species (for example, Arnhart 1998) — much less the tale 
and prospect of their diachronic development (see Rand 1963: 37). 
Social Darwinism, Eugenicism, Utilitarianism, or anything else along 
those lines thus has no moral purchase whatsoever on a Randian view.

A failure to appreciate this crucial point can be found in Ronald 
Merrill (1997), who argues that idioscopic discoveries in science could 
upturn the broad ethical tenets we have outlined. Invoking Rand’s 
emphasis on the importance of adjusting definitions in the light of 
expanding contexts (pace her 1990[1966–67]: 42–48), Merrill says 
“change the is and you change the ought” (1997: 79). True — but it 
is my “is” that would have to change. Ironically, it was Merrill (1991: 
21–50) who first called attention to the Nietzschean elements in Rand’s 
thought, which he mistakenly took to be an early “phase” that left no 
substantial philosophical trace. A more appropriate assessment would 
be to say that while Rand dropped many elements of Nietzsche’s phi-
losophy (Rand 2005: 117; Sciabarra 1995: 100–106), she retained his 
anti-Cartesian emphasis on the lived body.33

33 One of Rand’s critics writes: “One must not lose sight of the fact that it is survival 
that forms the basis of Rand’s ethics. Physical survival. [...] On Rand’s own terms, 
it is physical survival which forms the indispensable basis for a code of morality” 
(Robbins 1974: 93; emphasis in original). Placed in its original context, this passage 
was meant as some sort of touché criticism, the author’s use of italics underscoring 
his palpable dismay before a thesis he takes to be self-evidently abhorrent. Whether 
the use of the flesh as a moral fulcrum is cause for such appal of course depends on 
which enthymemes one throws into the mix. Certainly, if one assumes the critic’s 
Christian worldview (Robbins 1974: 139), it is. To his credit, though, Robbins is a 
perspicacious reader: his negative reaction notwithstanding, his rendering of Rand’s 
view is irreproachably accurate.
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4. Towards an explicit formalization

The upshot of a value’s relational nature is that “[n]othing can be good 
in itself. A value is always good to someone and for some end, as Rand 
observes” (Smith 2006: 25). This formula shares a deep kinship with C. 
S. Peirce, who argued that when considering any sign we should coun-
tenance “a triple connection of sign, thing signified, cognition produced 
in the mind” (CP 1: 372), and thus defined the sign as something that 
“stands for something to the idea which it produces, or modifies” (CP 
1: 339). Building on this parallel, we want to suggest that a value can 
likewise be understood as a triadic relation, one linking three elements, 
to wit: an object, a standard, and an appraisal of that object in reference 
to that standard. We can schematize the resultant structure as follows 
(Fig.1):

(descriptive)
standard

(descriptive)
object

(normative)
appraisal of object

Figure 1. Informal depiction of the basic normative triad.

Just as Peircean semiotics does not prejudge what might fill its cate-
gorial place-holders, so can the parties in this triad be anything. As 
for the appraisal, it may be defined as the object considered plus that 
object’s axiological status, namely value or disvalue (we will return to 
the more contentious idea of trivalence later). Hence, “[w]hen some-
thing is evaluated, Rand maintains, it is always appropriate to ask for 
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the standard of value; and objective evaluation, she holds, is always a 
matter of assessing something by an appropriately chosen standard” 
(Wright 2008: 166).

We can enhance this diagrammatic representation of umwelt nor-
mativity through a judicious use of symbolic notation. Let “S” stand for 
the standard within a triad. Let the (mutually exclusive) functors “$+” 
and “$–” signify respectively whether an object P is a value or disvalue 
in virtue of a standard. We thus obtain the following axiological triad 
(Fig. 2):

S

P $+/–P,S

Figure 2. Formal depiction of the basic normative triad.

The expression “$+/–P,S” should be read “The object P is a value or dis-
value in virtue of the standard S”. Note that, in keeping with the theory 
previously canvassed, a given normative appraisal of an object is not 
intrinsic to that object, but rather depends on its involvement with the 
entire triad. Just as “something is a sign only because it is interpreted as 
a sign of something by some interpreter” (Morris 1971: 20), so we might 
say that something is a value only because it is valued by a valuer. As 
such, it is important that one not lose sight of the specific standard in 
virtue of which an object is valued, since the same object could have 
more than one axiological status depending on the triad it finds itself 
in. To avoid reification and make subsequent deliberation possible, one 
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must at all times keep track of which standard bestows upon an object 
a certain appraisal. To this end, we shall annex an appraised object 
with the relevant standard “S” after a comma, and differentiate it with 
a number in subscript.

This axiological triad can then serve as an algorithm, a basic pat-
tern which can be repeated so as to give rise to a more complex lattice 
(technically, a “join-semilattice”). What permits this concatenation is 
the fact that any object which has been regarded as a value $+P can in 
turn be eligible to serve as standard S of yet another triad.34 We can 
depict this re-employment as follows (Fig. 3):

S1

P $+P,S1

S2

Q $+/–Q,S2

Figure 3. Recursive application of the basic normative triad.

34 Addressing Rand’s metaethical theory, Khawaja writes (2008: 225–226; emphasis 
added): “The conditional character of life thus confronts an organism as a constant 
demand for a specific set of actions. In doing so, it constitutes what scholars in Aris-
totelian studies call an inclusive end — an all-encompassing end constituted by a set 
of goals which set is in turn a means to itself. In the nature of the case, life is both an 
inclusive and selective end: it is constituted by a set of goals, but it also serves to deter-
mine the appropriateness of a given set. Survival-conducive goals can constitute life as 
an inclusive end, but malconductive goals will not”.
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In the illustration above, the standard S2 could in principle be expanded 
into its pervious valuation and noted “$+/–Q,($+P,S1)”, which would 
then translate as “Q is a value or disvalue in virtue of the value P which 
is a value in virtue of the standard S1”.

35 Furthermore, it should be 
noted that the mere fact that a standard is itself a valued object in a 
higher triad does not by itself guarantee that all the objects appraised 
in connection with that standard will likewise turn out to be valued.

Using the connectives for negation (∼) and conditional (⊃), we can 
distil the forces animating the growth of such an axiological lattice 
down to the following four axioms36:

A1 (P ⊃ S) ⊃ $+P,S
A2 (∼P ⊃ ∼S) ⊃ $+P,S
A3 (P ⊃ ∼S) ⊃ $–P,S
A4 (∼P ⊃ S) ⊃ $–P,S

Table 1. Notational summary of the axioms legislating umwelt normativity.

Since this formalization does not partake in the project of truth-con-
ditional semantics, affirmation and negation should here be taken to 
mean “absence” and “presence”, not truth and falsity. (A1), or the axiom 
of value by presence, states that “If the presence of an object implies 
the presence of a standard, then that object is a value in virtue of that 

35 Every value or disvalue can therefore be unpacked into a sort of “Ramsey sen-
tence”, an enumerative device used in the philosophy of science to eliminate refer-
ence to theoretical entities (Maxwell 1970).
36 These axioms are not found anywhere in Rand’s corpus, and constitute our 
unique contribution. Moreover, “axiom” is our term, not Rand’s. Rand (1963: 124–
125) reserved the word exclusively for a triad of primal truths she considered im-
plicit in anything (Machan 2001: 31–55; Champagne 2006); none of which admit of 
a normative dimension. So there is a genuine theoretical expansion here, coupled 
with marked departure in nomenclature — even though the intent is to faithfully 
capture her metaethical stance.
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standard”. (A2), or the axiom of value by absence, states that “If the 
absence of an object implies the absence of a standard, then that object 
is a value in virtue of that standard”. (A3), or the axiom of disvalue by 
presence, states that “If the presence of an object implies the absence 
of a standard, then that object is a disvalue in virtue of that standard”. 
(A4), or the axiom of disvalue by absence, states that “If the absence of 
an object implies the presence of a standard, then that object is a dis-
value in virtue of that standard”. If an object is a value, it remains so 
whenever it is considered in the relevant triad. So any subsequent triad 
linking with a value must treat that value as a standard to be preserved. 
As stated, this provides a syntax which allows for the establishment of 
an interwoven network of valuations.

Now the axioms legislating a lattice are themselves fairly noncom-
mittal. For example, they entail that an engine is a value for a car.37 Such 
triviality is a consequence of seeking to achieve a minimalist rendering.  
The triads gain their substantive normative content, however, when 
considered in their totality as an interconnected web of value-relations. 
Sitting atop such a lattice is a privileged supremum, namely one’s indi-
vidual life.38 This is the ultimate “telos” which, according to Randian 
metaethics, makes all values possible. Strictly speaking, then, the car 
engine just mentioned would be devoid of any normative charge. For 
if one asks why it should be regarded as a “good” thing to ensure the 
ongoing existence of the car, one will be led to a regress without end (for 
example, this is needed for that, that is needed for this, and so on). What 
we would have, in effect, would be a brute chain of consequences devoid 
of any binding normative force. Only when one contemplates one’s own 
life is such a regress halted (Rand 1997: 561). “[T]he animal may be con-
sidered as an organism actively anticipating staying alive” (Cock Buning 

37 A similar analogy is offered by Eyal Mozes in his reply to Long (2000: 87–89). 
38 DeMarco (1973: 216) anticipated some time ago that “[u]sing Peirce’s categorial 
model, a content oriented ethics could be established by discovering, the source 
of value or the Firstness of Thirdness. Although this is a difficult task, I wish to  
adumbrate a possible solution: The source of value is human. Man is a Thirdness for 
Peirce; when viewed as the source of value man becomes the Firstness of Thirdness, 
admirable in himself as value creator”.
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1997: 186). The functors $+ and $– thus derive their respective axiologic 
charge from the implementation of the four axioms listed above, but the 
axioms themselves are ultimately answerable to a creature’s will to live.

Why is this particular object worth keeping? There is no straight-
forwardly communicable answer to this — in a sense, we must plead 
the seventh clause of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus and stay mum on the 
issue (see Binswanger 1992: 100).39 At any rate, if a person does not 
see why she should live, she may test the alternative at her leisure. But 
assuming that a conative urge to live is present, the fact of one’s own life 
becomes a prized fact, something entirely sui generis. “Bluntly stated 
self-production is already and inevitably a self-affirmation that shows 
the organism as involved in the fundamental purpose of maintaining 
its identity” (Weber, Varela 2002: 116; see also Campbell 2002: 310–314).

Rand agrees with Peirce that, at bottom, nothing can move an 
agent to action — let alone proper action (whatever this is eventually 
taken to mean) — unless that agent first “yearns” or “strives” in some 
primitive way to act (Champagne 2006: 37n9). As she writes: “To live 
is [man’s] basic act of choice. If he chooses to live, a rational ethics will 
tell him what principles of action are required to implement his choice” 
(Rand 1984: 99; see also her 2005: 154). Likewise, Peirce “linked logic 
to ethics and esthetics: while logic is the normative science concerned 
with self-controled thought, ethics focuses on self-controled conduct, 
and esthetics is devoted to ascertaining the end most worthy of our 
espousal” (Petrilli 2003: 93).40 John Robbins (1974: 94) notes that  
“[t]he fact that a living entity exists does not determine whether it ought 
to continue in existence”. 

39 Sciabarra accurately points out that “[i]n the Objectivist view, no antecedent, 
deterministic factors can explain why people choose or do not choose to focus” 
(1995: 165). 
40 Compare this to Hans Jonas, who, despite espousing a very different political 
outlook, writes that “[t]he fundamental point of departure is that life says ‘Yes!’ to 
itself. In wishing itself to continue it declares itself as a value […]. May we thus say 
that mortality is the narrow door through which value — the thing addressed by 
‘yes’ entered the otherwise indifferent universe?” (Jonas 1992: 87; trans. by Weber 
2002: 188).
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In light of the foregoing, we can see that that’s entirely true: one 
does not have to continue living. This leads Robbins to conclude that 
“Rand’s ethics is not a deduction from her explicit axioms about reality 
[...]. It is an a-moral choice” (Robbins 1974: 94n12). Although Robbins 
hastily boasts of having unearthed a devastating flaw, he is merely 
restating exactly what Rand espouses: the choice to further one’s 
ongoing existence is most emphatically not deducible from rational 
considerations. “Hume’s infamous ‘is’/‘ought’ gap is a consequence of 
his assumption that the connection of facts to values would have to be 
established deductively, syllogistically. Rand’s approach, in contrast, is 
inductive: she analyzes the presuppositions of ‘value’, thereby retracing  
the steps required to form teleological concepts, such as ‘goal’ or 
‘value’” (Binswanger 1992: 96). Biological life being what it is, those 
steps lead back to a “pre-discursive” element that can only be described 
as voluntaristic.41

So cutting off the uppermost value of the lattice, life (which we 
might express as S0), ipso facto dismantles the network of interde-
pendency which binds together every triad beneath it. When it goes, 
everything else goes. “It is actually by experience of our teleology — our 
wish to exist further on as a subject, not our imputation of purposes 
on objects — that teleology becomes a real rather than an intellectual 
principle” (Weber, Varela 2002: 110).42 Using a common terminology 
which goes back to Kant, we may thus say that, from a Randian per-
spective, “[m]oral ‘imperatives’ are thus all of them hypothetical. There 
are no ‘categorical imperatives’, no unchosen duties” (Gotthelf 2000: 
84). Regardless, the consequents entailed when the antecedent of this 
all-important conditional is affirmed are not at all a matter of choice, 
and depend on the facts at hand (most notably the nature of the objects 
appraised, and what kind of creature one happens to be).43

41 For differing interpretations of Rand’s position on the “choice” to live, see  
Machan (2006) and Rasmussen (2006).
42 For a discussion of how Rand sees morality as grounded partially in the subject 
yet does not regard ethics as subjective, see Smith (2008).
43 As the ethicist Tibor Machan explains: “The goal-directedness of ethical egoism  
is its teleological, while its relevance to rational (human) beings brings in its  
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Hence, according to David Kelley (2000: 54), “the Objectivist  
ethics [...] may be reduced to two points: the choice to live, and the law 
of causality. Once we accept life as our ultimate goal, we discover what 
it requires by discovering the causal connections between man’s nature 
and his life”. The nature of the agent, that of the object,44 and that of 
the relation between the two — that is, whether the latter enhances or 
hinders the former — all three aspects go into the ontological makeup 
of a value (they are, we could say, individually necessary conditions). 
To consider just the agent is to adopt the misguided stance Rand called 
“subjectivism”; to consider just the object is to adopt the misguided 
stance Rand called “intrinsicism”; whereas to consider the two as ente-
ring into a relation answerable to both their natures is what she called 
“objectivism”. Only this last viewpoint, Rand held, is valid.

Therefore, with the desire to live secured, we may work our way 
down and ask anew whether an engine is a value (for a rational animal). 
If it is, it is not because it furthers a car, but because by transitivity it 
is inscribed in a concatenation of evaluative triads which in the end 
further one’s life. As Leonard Peikoff writes: “Goal-directed entities do 
not exist in order to pursue values. They pursue values in order to exist” 
(Peikoff 1993: 211; see also Binswanger 1990).

deontological, element” (Machan 1979: 13; see also Badhwar 2001).
44 There is a sense in which John McDowell is correct when he contends that ob-
jects “merit” their value-attributions — even though there is a real danger of reifica-
tion (or “intrinsicism”) if one asserts that “[f]or an object to merit fear just is for it 
to be fearful” (McDowell 1998: 144) and simply leaves it at that. Rand can be under-
stood as agreeing with McDowell in some respects, but supplementing his account 
in a way that explains how and why things merit their appraisals by elucidating the 
subject’s unique contribution to the process (see Smith 2008). Whereas McDowell 
(1998: 146) acknowledges that “[v]alues are not brutely there — not there indepen-
dently of our sensibility”, a Randian would agree and add “not there independently 
of one’s interests and nature”. For more on Rand and McDowell, see Wright (2008: 
157–164).
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5. Some philosophical and logistic issues

5.1. On using a standard other than one’s life

Although in the final analysis it is the bodily life of an individual crea-
ture which is the ultimate standard that allows an umwelt’s axiological 
charges to percolate down a lattice, a given appraisal need not always 
call upon this standard (S0). The web of recursive triadic relations we 
have outlined allows for the election of any given S as a local standard.  
A local standard can be nominated in one of two ways, depending on 
the circumstances. If the ethical matter involves more than a single  
agent, then the local standard can represent a point of agreement 
between the value-lattices of the parties involved. From this nearest 
point of convergence (which is perforce above the area of divergence), 
one can seek to determine which of the competing objects best sup-
ports the local standard. If the ethical matter involves only a single 
agent, one can determine a local standard pragmatically, by finding the 
triad beyond which the dilemma ceases to make a tangible difference.

As the psychologist Nathaniel Branden (and one-time colleague of 
Rand) insists, “all of a man’s values exist in a hierarchy; he values some 
things more than others; and, to the extent that he is rational, the hierar-
chical order of his values is rational: that is, he values things in proportion 
to their importance in serving his life and well-being” (in Rand 1964: 45). 
Indeed, Rand never tires of insisting that species-specificity for “man’s 
life qua man” translates into a conjunction of animality and rationality45 

45 In his (warranted) flight from the Cartesian concept of an immaterial “res cogi-
tans”, Deely (2005b: 210–212) has (unwarrantedly) called into question the Aristo-
telian construal of the human being as a “rational animal”. Not only is this bundling 
questionable, so is the characterization of rationality as “something separating [the 
human being] from the rest of nature” (Deely 2005b: 212). Rationality is not “ratio-
nalism”. Moreover, the Aristotelian view which Rand takes up already places the  
defining attribute of humankind squarely in the natural order — it is a rational animal,  
after all. For an analysis of Aristotle’s worldview as innocent of Modernist dualisms, 
see McDowell (2002[1994]: 66–86). For Rand’s view of reason as the human ani-
mal’s basic means of survival, see Peikoff (1993: 193–198).
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(Rand 1963: 14–15, 120–122; see also her 1999: 276), and that the cent-
rality of conceptual thought in a human creature’s life places a host of 
attendant demands on it (Wright 2005).46 So not only is the discernment 
of values not automatic, there may also be a need for rational delibera-
tion — even though it is always a person’s individual life, and not the 
canons of argument,47 which is the ultimate source of normativity.

The determination of a local standard is thus no substitute for a com-
plete account of an axiological fabric, since no other standard can support 
the weight of a lattice. The use of this tool should therefore be construed 
as a provisional measure for which an exhaustive account could in prin-
ciple be given. Whether the use of a local standard is determined by 
agents’ shared commitments or topical relevance, the aim is the same: 
the methodological reduction of unnecessary cognitive labour.48

5.2. On deliberate control and discursive deliberation

Tara Smith recognizes that “[c]ertain salutary events can occur without 
the beneficiary’s having done anything to bring them about. [...] [A] 
value is that which one acts to attain. [...] If some benefits are beyond 
a person’s control, he can only hope for them” (Smith 2000: 84; for a 
similar concern, see Merrill 1997: 81–85). This means an automatic — 

46 In keeping with our desire to discuss the normativity of umwelten in general, we 
have deliberately steered clear of addressing requirements specific to humans. See 
Smith (2006: 48–246) for a complete catalogue of what Rand considered essential. 
For a discussion of the relation between mere survival and complete human flou-
rishing, see Saint-André (1993), as well as Hunt (1999). 
47 For a critique of Jürgen Habermas’ (1990[1983]) attempt to universalize moral 
prescriptions by tying them to the commitments presupposed in communicative 
acts, see Powell (2009). Sciabarra (1995: 314) notes that “Rand would have vehe-
mently rejected Habermas’ emphasis on ‘intersubjectivity’ and the social consensus 
of norms [...]. Honesty for her is not primarily a social relationship; it is a relation-
ship between the mind and reality”.
48 In many ways, it resembles W. V. O. Quine’s use of a “modulus” to pragmatically 
constrain his holism (see Quine 1999[1960]).
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yet very much valuable — fixed action pattern like a “pumping heart” 
would not be so much a value as a constituent of a standard like life. As 
far as our formal system is concerned, the requirement of intentional 
control or conscious authorship alluded to by Smith can be dropped. 
We shall instead follow Harry Binswanger (1992: 85) in construing 
“self-generated” as those cases where “the energy for the action is sup-
plied by the acting entity, from a source integral to its own structure, 
rather than by external factors”, with the upshot that “[b]oth conscious 
actions and vegetative actions are self-generated” (Binswanger 1992: 
85). In fact, our conception of values is even more relaxed than this: 
fortuitous benefits, to the extent they contribute to the presence of a 
standard qua “benefits”, fully qualify as values (mutatis mutandis, for-
tuitous hazards are disvalues).49

In the same vein, it is important to understand that the distinction 
between human and animal consciousness is largely peripheral to our 
ethical account. This much should be apparent from the fact that the 
theory we have presented applies equally well to creatures, like plants, 
that have no consciousness in the demanding sense (in fact, avoiding 
mentalism is one of the main attractions behind using the organon of 
semiotics to express Rand’s theory).

Conceptual abilities may mean that human creatures deliberate in a 
fashion that is unique to their species. But it is not those species-specific 
attributes, nor the complex discursive networks which arise from them 
(Hoffmeyer 1996: 112), that are the source of values. In that regard, 
we can be understood as rehearsing in the field of ethics a criticism 
analogous to that voiced by Sebeok (1988) in semiotics, by holding that 
social norms are secondary to the more primitive biological logic they 
overlay.50 Even though a lattice of values is hierarchical and can get 
extremely elaborate (Kohlberg 1971), there is no point beyond which 
umwelt normativity suddenly makes an about face that places a creature  

49 A similar interpretation is endorsed in Johnson (1999).
50 For a helpful sketch of how these levels relate to each other, see the tri-level 
analysis developed by Sciabarra (2000: 364–383), which can be fruitfully compared 
to the account proposed in Kawade (2009).
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at odds with its embodiment. Just as (non-Saussurean) semiotics holds 
that the conventional/symbolic order originates from and is con-
strained by the forces that govern the non-verbal/indexical order, so 
the presence of cultural norms cannot gainsay the naturalist principles 
we have outlined — although complexity can, to be sure, afford a con-
siderable delay in the recognition of this fact.51

Rand argued that in the history of normative philosophy the primary question 
of ethics has usually been: What values ought one to pursue? But for Rand, to 
begin ethical inquiry with this question is to commit the fallacy of reification. 
Rand explained that most philosophers have taken the existence of ethics for 
granted, reifying the historically given codes of morality, but never conside-
ring their existential foundation. (Sciabarra 1995: 237)

This taking for granted of accepted cultural practices is expressed 
rather acutely, for example, in so-called “deontic logics”, which 
exploits an analogy with the modal operators first proposed by Lewis 
and Langford (1959[1932]): “obligation” is likened to “necessity”, and 
“permission” to “possibility”.52 Despite surface variations, one trait 
common to all such approaches is their heavy reliance on some prior 
authority which somehow “permits” or “obliges” certain actions and 
not others — and this in accordance with a rationale left conveniently 
unexplained (see for example Kalinowski 1953: 150–151). While there 
is something to be said methodology-wise for omitting certain specifi-
cations, we have followed Rand’s lead and have sought to give deeper, 
more substantive, reasons why normativity should be binding to begin 
with (Rand 1990[1965]; see also Merrill 1991: 113–116). Otherwise, we  
 

51 Environmental pressures must be obeyed for an organism to thrive, lest it incur 
an allostatic overload that brings about serious pathophysiological consequences. 
Now there is no doubt that the ability to forecast long-range (and sometimes coun-
terfactual) scenarios makes this range of tolerance much more plastic in the case 
of rational animals, and that societal division of labour dramatically magnifies this 
leeway. Still, the limits remain (see Champagne 2007: 220–256).
52 The comparison was drawn (independently, as it happens) by the Cambridge 
scholar G. H. von Wright (1951) and the Polish logician Jerzy Kalinowski (1953).
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are left with the same unanswered questions encountered earlier: Why? 
How?53

Satisfactorily answering these questions requires a certain give-and-
take adjustment between the pre-reflective and the theoretical. We are 
all “thrown” into life (to borrow a nice expression from Heidegger) such 
that by the time we begin philosophizing, each of us already owns at 
least one natural language, a more or less cohesive set of metaphysical,  
epistemological, and ethical beliefs, as well as a stock of bodily habits 
— all of which were acquired quite by default. There is nothing wrong 
with this. But one consequence of endorsing the Socratic project and 
leading an examined life is that this starting point must be subject 
to bona fide alteration, since nothing prevents substantial parts of it 
from being unjustified. Hence, as Roderick Long observes: “Since Rand 
believes conventional morality is not justified, [...] saving the appea-
rances of conventional morality is not a mark in favor of a moral theory 
in her eyes” (Long 2000: 55).

5.3. On the rejection of mechanism

It goes without saying that rational deliberation on ethics is not avail-
able to creatures that, from a species-specific standpoint, are not 
equipped with the cerebral means whereby to reflectively consider such 
matters. The flipside is that even though they have a clear stake in the 
world, such life-forms have no need for any meta-cognitive policing to 
begin with, since they never weave implausible semioses that call into 
doubt their own flourishing as the proper moral end of their conduct.

That said, one must guard against a common non sequitur we would 
do well to flag: it is not because an organism systematically makes the 
right life-supporting/enhancing evaluations that it necessarily does so 
“mechanically” (for example, perceptually or “by instinct”). Indeed, 

53 For Rand’s views on “ethical dilemmas” (like the ones famously proposed by 
Thomson 1976), see Rand (1964: 49–56; 2005: 113–114).
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there is no valid deductive inference from across-the-board covariance 
to lawful causality. Following Mill’s methods, the supposition is very 
much motivated, and the regularity at hand should in all reason attract 
our explanatory attention. But as one inquires further into such an 
arresting behavioural uniformity, one should never lose sight of the fact 
that, logically speaking, the situation leaves open the possibility that the 
covariance might be the product of a mediated (triadic) interrelation, 
not necessarily an immediate (dyadic) cause-and-effect sequence —  
especially, one would think, when living things are involved. This is 
largely preaching to the choir, since semioticians as a group tend to be 
more sensitive to this important feature. Still, as testified by the conti-
nued influence of “Morgan’s Canon” in ethology, there is a strong bias 
against exploring that totally legitimate possibility.

The chief benefit of using a sign-theoretic approach, then, is that 
it does not compel us to implausibly project the rationale we have 
uncovered into the “minds” of organisms (Campbell 2002: 312–313). 
Criticizing what he sees as a weakness in Rand’s account, Gregory 
Johnson writes (1999: 140): 

[G]iven the natures of a fly and a toad, if the two are placed in proximity to 
one another, value relationships arise automatically: the toad is a danger to 
the fly; the fly is a meal for the toad. For plants and animals, then, value is a 
two-termed relationship between objective states of affairs and the continued 
existence and flourishing of a living being. [...] For man, however, there is a 
crucial difference. Whereas for plants and lower animals, value relationships 
are “direct” and unmediated by consciousness, for man, value relationships 
are mediated by the judgments of the mind. [...] For man, then, the good is 
a three-termed relationship between (1) an entity, action, or state of affairs, 
which is (2) evaluated by a subject in light of (3) the standard of man’s life. 

Leaving aside the unsettled exegetical question of whether Rand 
actually held such a view,54 the disjunctive menu of options being  

54 Rand seems to oscillate hesitantly on this point. She writes that “[a] plant has no 
choice of action”, but admits soon thereafter that “there are certain actions which it 
is able to perform to combat adverse conditions” (Rand 1964: 19). The latter state-
ment appears to be more apt. In fact, one could argue that, with notable differences 
in leeway, the idea of an ethogram is fully transferable to the case of plant-life, in 
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presupposed by Johnson is far too coarse. Indeed, the semiotician well 
knows that “unmediated by consciousness” does not necessarily mean 
“unmediated”. The ethicist Irfan Khawaja, who is heavily influenced by 
Rand’s theories, lapses into precisely this error:

Whatever their simplicity or complexity, the lives of non-human organisms 
proceed more or less automatically — from metabolism, homeostasis, and 
growth through locomotion, learning, and cooperation. Non-human orga-
nisms are in short automatic deterministic value-trackers with life as their 
ultimate value, and an automatic awareness of, and propensity to act on, their 
needs. (Khawaja 2008: 229)

Although one can see why Khawaja (or Johnson) would say this, a 
danger nevertheless lurks of construing a consistently morally perfect 
being as a machine without merit. So not only is the inference from 
the systematic to the automatic logically inconclusive, it also yields a 
philosophically undesirable result.

Traditional Cartesian dualism, with its bifurcated ontology, basi-
cally assumes that if a lattice is not implemented actively by mental 
means, it is perforce answerable to passive mechanical processes. While 
there is no denying that certain creatures match the former conception, 
the consensus in semiotics is that the latter is inapplicable to living 
things, and that there is a graded range between the two extremes. 
Hence, we can agree with Rand (1964: 19) that “[c]onsciousness — for 
those living organisms which possess it — is the basic means of sur-
vival”, yet hold fast to the idea that, for those living organisms which 
don’t possess such consciousness, other means of orchestrating their 
conduct can very much be employed.55 The situation will of course vary 

so far as “[p]lants are sessile, highly sensitive organisms that actively compete for 
environmental resources both above and below the ground. As do all such living 
systems, they must somehow assess their surroundings, estimate how much energy  
they need for particular goals, and then realize the optimum variant” (Witzany 
2008: 40). Unless one glosses the terms “assess”, “estimate”, and “goals” as a vocabu-
lary devoid of any real basis, these organisms clearly seem to be pursing their self-
interest in a manner consistent with the principles we have defined. What is needed 
to allay Rand’s oscillation is an account of choice before situations that admit of no 
alternative (see Champagne 2007: 227–237).
55 As Donald Favareau (2007: 19) eloquently puts it: “[T]hose creatures lacking  
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wildly from one species to another. But in all cases, the axioms we have 
presented stay the same, and ascent to three-place relations is all that is 
required to get our formal system in motion.56

Despite this rejection of strict mechanism, we should nevertheless 
emphasize that our axiomatization of umwelt normativity does not 
license ontological excesses. In a reactionary move, it has recently been 
stated that “in no case should actions or behaviours be interpreted as 
the result of an inferior psychic faculty, when it is possible to interp-
ret them as a result of a superior faculty” (Martinelli, Bankov 2008: 
408). However, Morgan’s Canon and its recent “evil twin” are both mis-
guided because each seeks to establish a set of ontological preferences 
in advance of the evidence. The case for a semiotic approach to biology is 
best made, not by dogmatically promoting some privileged metaphysic, 
but by meticulously pointing out the irreducibility of most life-phe-
nomena to efficient (two-termed) causation. Jerry Fodor (2002[1990]: 
6) once cynically remarked that “[t]he great virtue of instrumentalism 
[...] is that you get all the goodness and suffer none of the pain”. Since 
the ontological commitments are already made de facto, all one need 
do is insist that theorists own-up to them de jure. If there is a real need 
in biology to countenance something “more” (Hoffmeyer, Emmeche  
1991), then the supplementary posits will eventually find their way. 
Existence needs no midwifery.

language and the ability for abstractive thought are no ‘less’ minded in the functional 
and biological sense than those lacking opposable thumbs (or, for that matter, gills or 
wings) are any ‘less embodied’. [...] The single most compelling reason that the biologi-
cal function of ‘knowing’ is not likewise included in the list of universal attributes of 
living organisms is not because it isn’t happening [...], but because our very idea of 
what constitutes ‘knowing’ has been warped by Descartes’ conflation of ‘mindedness’ 
per se with ‘human mindedness’ and ‘knowing’ per se with ‘symbolic cognition’. [...] If 
so, then the bee can never ‘know’ what flower to land on, the deer can never ‘know’ 
which other animals in its surround to mate with and which to flee from, the pen-
guin can never ‘know’ which chick is her offspring, and — in fact — all other living  
beings except the human [are] essentially the input/output automatons that Descartes 
claimed they are”.
56 For a highly suggestive demonstration of the special status of triadic relations, 
see Peirce (1998[1905]). 
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5.4. On objects strong enough to matter but too weak  
to be decisive 

It is conceivable that the presence or absence of a given object might 
exert only a mild influence on a standard. For example, it could very 
well be the case that S should benefit from the presence of P (following 
axiom A1) yet remain present within a given axiologic lattice without 
the presence of this particular instance of P. In order to accommodate 
this, we shall accept only tokens as the referents of S.57 It thus suffices, 
then, that the absence of an object translate into the absence of a single 
token of a standard to establish that this relation falls within the reach 
of, say, the axiom of value by absence (A2). This explains why Rand 
(1964: 81) held that any situation that imperils the presence of a stan-
dard — regardless of the extent — vitally matters. 

At any rate, this dynamic is not symmetrical: types or tokens of 
P affect only tokens of S; but the “downward causation” whereby a  
standard bestows upon an object an appraisal always does so upon 
that object as a type. Hence, if “property” is the standard in virtue of 
which the presence of the object “theft” is a disvalue $–P,S (pace axiom 
A3), then all thefts are disvalues. Likewise, something need not be 
life-threatening per se (in one particular instance) to be evaluated as 
objectively life-threatening. While this is ostensibly more intuitive in 
the lower regions of a lattice, suffice it to say that it spares us the sorites 
paradox which, at every meal, would repeat “Surely this cholesterol-
laden serving of fast food won’t hurt me” (or, conversely: “How can this 
vitamin tablet possibly help me?”).

57 This is concordant with Rand’s views in epistemology (see her 1990[1966–67]: 
98–99).
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5.5. On the idea of a “neutral” valence

It may be asked whether it is possible for an object P to be appraised 
in virtue of standard S yet yield neither a value ($+P,S) nor a disvalue 
($–P,S) in virtue of that standard. As mentioned, those working in the 
Sebeokean tradition have customarily countenanced a “neutral” value 
as part of an umwelt’s normative landscape. The question, then, is 
whether, given our commitments, we should too. Amongst Randians, 
there are basically two schools on the matter. Peikoff, Binswanger, and 
Smith hold that, “[w]ith regard to life, who is not for it is against it. 
No proposed value is neutral” (Binswanger 1992: 100; see also Peikoff 
1989).58 This stance is motivated both by the hierarchical structure of 
values (expressed in our system as a recursion of the basic triad) and 
the account of whence values ultimately derive their very normative 
force. On this last point, Smith (2000: 93) writes:

It is important to appreciate that life is the source of value because life or death 
is the fundamental alternative that a person faces. By “fundamental”, I mean 
that all of a person’s other alternatives depend on this alternative and affect 
this alternative. The point is not simply that a person must be alive in order to 
choose among alternatives. Rather, all the other choices carry consequences 
that affect whether a person lives or dies. Consequences need not be equally 
momentous or direct to be real. [...] Our actions’ effects on our lives are ines-
capable. 

This interpretation has been challenged most prominently by the phi-
losopher David Kelley. He states: “Peikoff claims that ‘every fact bears 

58 It can be argued that this axiologic “excluded-middle” is confirmed in etho-
logy and psychology, which describe approach and withdrawal as biphasic. Thomas 
Sebeok, as we saw, took it for granted that such a tug-of-war gives rise to three 
valences. However, such a gloss would seem to require that an organism engage 
(non-trivially) in a deliberate (one is tempted to say “self-conscious”) posture of  
indifference, being neither drawn nor repulsed however mildly (or potentially) by 
an appraised object. The intercession of a genuine appraisal of neutrality is cru-
cial here, since it would be platitudinous to say that a non-appraised object is not  
appraised either way (unfortunately, this seems to be what Sebeok originally had in 
mind). Whether such a hypothetical state of unconcern could ever be characterized 
as a positive one is the bone of philosophic contention.
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on the choice to live’. The claim is obviously false as stated. The number 
of hairs in Plato’s beard, or blades of grass in Peikoff’s lawn, has no 
bearing on my choice to live” (Kelley 2000: 20). Both Peikoff and Kelley 
agree with Rand that values have an objective natural basis in the fini-
tude of biological lives. That said, Kelley believes her theory “implies 
that some facts have value significance, not that every fact does; the lat-
ter is a separate issue” (Kelley 2000: 21). This is not to say that neutrality 
somehow equals “meaninglessness” or “nonsense” (in the manner once 
held by the logical positivists). When Kelley — who defends a sophis-
ticated form of direct realism in the realm of perception (see Kelley 
1988) — maintains that certain things have no value significance, he 
is not maintaining that these things have no “significance” tout court. 
He readily acknowledges, for instance, that one can intelligibly refer to 
those descriptive objects which he otherwise considers neutral from a 
normative standpoint (like the number of blades of grass in Peikoff’s 
lawn). His contention is rather that these objects can be so insignificant 
that they pass through the holes of an agent’s axiological net, as it were. 
Deely (2004a: 18) seems to side with Kelley on this point:

But the 0 objects, the Gegenstände, what status do they have in the Umwelt? 
Thure von Uexküll suggests that they have no status at all, that they “do 
not exist” for the nonhuman animals, and I would not doubt that in this he 
expresses exactly his father’s view as well. I am not so sure. I think that the 
animals often — I think of the so-called “higher” animals, those able to ‘learn 
from experience’ that is — have an awareness of the “zero-object”, in that 
“zero” here does not mean ‘nonexistent for awareness’ but rather ‘something 
that may be in awareness neither as to be sought nor to be avoided but simply 
as to be safely ignored’.59

59 In many ways, this resembles Kalinowski (1953), who countenanced three va-
lences, namely the positive, negative, and “indifferent”. However, one shouldn’t read 
too much into this, as the addition of a third axiological valence stems mainly from 
a desire to conform to Kant’s influential tripartition of modalities into the prob-
lematic, assertoric, and apodictic (1998[1781–87]: A74/B100–A75/B101). Deontic 
logics are simply compelled by their propositional format to countenance a “P” not 
subject to any modal operator. Kelley’s decision to incorporate a neutral value is, by 
contrast, a much more deliberate philosophical move.
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The topic is a complicated one, and we will not attempt to settle that 
debate here. Let us only note two things. First, it isn’t much of a leap to 
say that objects which are neutral are, all things being equal, “good” for 
an organism. Second, if anything can be subjected to a standard and an 
axiological status thus derived, then it is hard to imagine an object that 
would have no impact whatever on any triad in a lattice. Since there is 
no a priori constraint on what can and cannot be subjected to such a 
test, the problem seems to rest on a conflation, such that those items 
usually considered value-neutral are not so because they intrinsically 
merit that attribution, but rather because an agent has not yet had cause 
to catch them in a web of triadic appraisals.60 For that’s really all that is 
needed to transitively be linked back to an agent’s life.

5.6. On Kantianism

Jakob von Uexküll (1926[1920]: 16) held that “since the activity of our 
mind is the only part of Nature directly known to us, its laws are the 
only ones that we can justifiably call laws of Nature”. This basically 
reprises Kant’s contention that “we ourselves bring into the appearances 
that order and regularity in them that we call nature, and moreover we 
would not be able to find it there if we, or the nature of our mind, had 
not originally put it there” (Kant 1998[1781–87]: A125).

Although one could hardly have imagined such a thing possible, 
Ayn Rand is even more impassioned than John Deely in denouncing 
this quintessentially Modernist idea that “any knowledge acquired by a 
process of consciousness […] cannot correspond to the facts of reality, 
since it is ‘processed knowledge’” (Rand 1990[1966–67]: 81).61 Rand cites 
Aristotle as her principal influence, and singles out Aquinas as one of 

60 For a mathematical elaboration genial to that view, see Touchstone (2008); 
which has some notable affinities with Sharov (2001: 224–227).
61 Interestingly, “Rand’s teacher, [Nikolai Onufrievich] Lossky, was the chief Rus-
sian translator of Kant’s works. […] It is entirely possible that Rand absorbed inad-
vertently a Russian bias against Kant” (Sciabarra 1995: 153).
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the few philosophers worthy of praise (Rand 2005: 148–149). Likewise, 
Deely confesses that while Uexküll “had received his main philosophi-
cal formation, I take it, from the German writings of the Master of the 
Moderns, Immanuel Kant”, he instead came to philosophy by way of 
“the Latin writings of Thomas Aquinas on Aristotle” (Deely 2004a: 14). 
Deely goes on to add (2004a: 18) that “where Uexküll in his original 
work speaks of the subject-object dichotomy, a split very comfortable 
in modern thought, I, coming from my Latin background, did not and 
do not find the dichotomy comfortable at all”.

Deely is to be commended for having reworked the inconsistencies 
of Uexküll’s initial insights in the direction of a more thoroughgoing 
realism. In so doing, he has given semiotics very potent tools which, if 
properly handled, can enable it to overcome some familiar philosophi-
cal quagmires. Yet it should be remembered that Kant had deliberately 
counted on the inscrutability of the ding an sich “in order to make room 
for faith” (1998[1781–87]: Bxxx), since he expressly recognized that, 
on purely naturalist terms, the “moral ideas and principles” which he 
upheld would “collapse along with the transcendental ideas that cons-
titute their theoretical support” (Kant 1998[1781–87]: A468/B496).62 
This certainly holds true for a certain set of ethical claims — albeit not 
those we have here advocated. At any rate, although one could argue 
that “making room” for an irrational belief against all worldly evidence 

62 Kant’s writings originally appealed to the body in order to explain the primitive 
manner in which the subject constitutes the space around it (see, for example, Kant 
1992[1768]). These features of Kant’s “pre-critical” thought were of course aban-
doned in his later, more famous works, since they relied on a mode of investigation 
which, Kant eventually held, yields “contingent” conclusions that fall short of the  
necessity required to answer the sceptic. Although some have argued that Kant’s 
early work “anticipated various insights into the constitutive force of our body for 
spatial constitution usually attributed to phenomenology” (Woelert 2007: 140), it 
seems more accurate to say that the body’s species-specific configuration was for 
Kant a ladder he resolutely discarded upon waking from his pre-Humean slum-
bers. In a 1773 letter, for example, Kant decried the “eternally futile inquiries as to 
the manner in which bodily organs are connected with thought” (Kant 1999[1749–
1800]: 141) — a statement that could not be more antithetical to Uexküll’s (and, less 
prominently, Rand’s) biological approach.
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to the contrary is a dishonest move (Rand 1984: 77–79), Kant at least had 
the merit of being consistently transparent in his inconsistency. Deely, 
however, has sought to reject the first Critique (1998[1781–87]) whilst 
leaving the basic ethical outlook of the second Critique (1996[1788]) 
completely unchallenged. The compromise, we submit, is untenable 
(even Kant saw that). A good way to summarize our principal conten-
tion would be to say that, to truly understand umwelt normativity, a 
break from both halves of the Kantian system is required.63

6. Conclusion

Building on the work of Jakob von Uexküll, Thomas Sebeok and his 
school emphasized that any species-specific umwelt perforce has a 
normative dimension. In a bid to constructively expand on this impor-
tant idea, we’ve added another Eastern-European thinker to the mix, 
and have called on Ayn Rand’s seminal ideas to explain why and how 
objects are given a normative charge.

We began by briefly recapping the main developments which led 
to the increased visibility of biology in semiotic inquiry, and looked at 
how the pregnant notion of umwelt has come to be regarded, not only 
as the site of descriptive identifications, but of normative appraisals as 
well. We then criticized a prevailing interpretation according to which 
such valuations are akin to perceptual acts. Upon highlighting some 
important lacunae in that account and laying down some key deside-
rata, we presented the major ideas that comprise Ayn Rand’s theory 
of values. In a bid to further expand on those insights, we introduced  
various notational and diagrammatic devices that allow us to cap-
ture in greater detail the law-like principles which spawn valuations.  
A recursive triadic structure was proposed, as were four axioms.

The influence of Peircean semiotics upon the first of these features, 
triadicity, is manifest. But our proposal has important repercussions 

63 For recent support of this view, see Rasmussen (2008).
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for current theorising as well. For one thing, it casts doubt on the pos-
sibility of there being such a thing as a “neutral” appraisal — although 
we’ve happily left that question open. More importantly, it seems that, 
contra “unlimited semiosis”, the re-employment of values as standards 
is very much a finite process. For unlike meaning, which can (and in 
an important sense must) extend beyond the scope of the individual 
creature, our investigation strongly suggests that umwelt normativity 
patently cannot extend beyond that purview, on pain of uprooting the 
very fountainhead whence all values draw their potency.

Although we tried to tie up a few loose ends by cursorily addressing 
some of the more pressing technical and philosophical issues raised by 
our theory, we prefer to think of this contribution as open-ended. That 
preliminary foray no doubt leaves many gaps to be filled and aspects to 
be improved. Rand’s writings contain a wealth of insights and nuances 
scholars have only recently begun to appreciate in full.64 Moreover, 
she is virtually unique in contemporary English-language philosophy 
in that she made it a point to vividly dramatize the practical bearings 
of her tenets by way of fiction. We, on the other hand, have concent- 
rated mainly on dry technical issues. That narrow methodological 
angle has thus skewed the picture somewhat. Accordingly, one would 
do well to avail oneself of those further textual resources before pas-
sing judgement on the tenability or attractiveness of a given aspect of 
Rand’s position.65 Still, in spite of these inherent limitations, we hope 

64 Reviewing a study by Etkind (2001), Cathy Young (2004: 192) expresses the 
“hope that Etkind’s essay is only the beginning of Rand studies in Russia”. If primary 
sources are any indication, this desire will likely be fulfilled: “The first printing of an 
anthology of [Rand’s] writings, translated into Russian in 1993, sold out in Moscow 
after two days” (Nora Sayre, quoted in Gladstein 1999: 112).
65 It might be worthwhile to diffuse four common confusions, which pertain 
mainly to that subset of organisms which are human: 1) concluding that one should 
act in one’s self-interest does not yet specify what those interests consist in, such 
that “[t]he mere fact that a man desires something does not constitute a proof that 
the object of his desire is good, nor that its achievement is actually to his interest” 
(Rand 1964: 57); 2) rejecting the idea of sacrificing oneself to others does not eo ipso 
imply sacrificing others to oneself (Rand 1963: 81; 1964: ix); 3) the decision to live 
may be either-or when considered in the abstract, but it can be implemented with 
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we’ve succeeded in developing a novel and robust account which sheds 
light on many issues that have hitherto remained largely unexplained. 
Where there were coarse intuitions based on shaky analogies, we now 
have a tangible working model grounded in a fairly secure biological 
account of bodily life.

Now it bears emphasizing that semiotics alone has not produced 
these results; the doctrine has provided only the means to fruitfully 
articulate tenets that are philosophical through and through. Since the 
study of signs is by itself normatively inert (Deely 1990: 12; Baenziger 
2008: 227), we have combined it with Rand’s ideas. The resultant pic-
ture paves the way for a naturalist account of normativity which has the 
power to greatly enhance our understanding of that intriguing feature 
of umwelten. To be sure, these explanatory benefits come at the price of 
discarding many received assumptions about what constitutes proper 
ethical conduct (Rand 1963: 117–119). By our lights, this inadvertently 
confirms an important semiotic tenet, namely that genuine discovery 
always involves an element of surprise.66
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Постулируя нормативность умвельта

Исходя из утверждения, что умвельт организма имеет не только 
дескриптивную, но и нормативную функцию, многие ученые 
пытались связать семиотику с этикой. Но эти выступления 
ограничивались повторением моральных постулатов и не могли 
должным образом развить наше знание о том, как и почему существа 
начинают упорядочивать встречающиеся в своем умвельте объекты 
согласно их аксиологической ценности. При этом теоретики исходят 
почти без исключений из семиотического подхода к перцепции, 
созданного изначально для опровержение идеализма. В настоящей 
работе предпринимается попытка доказать, что ценности кроются 
в биологическом измерении, отвечая видоспецифическим 
требованиям, и предлагается абсолютно новое решение, пытающееся 
обрисовать изначальную структуру, которая является основой 
нормативности умвельта. Основываясь на основополагающих работах 
Айн Рэнд о метаэтике, в данной работе ценности описываются в виде 
переплетенной решётки, где высшей ценностью, которая является 
мерой всех остальных ценностных суждений, является жизнь самого 
существа.



59Axiomatizing umwelt normativity

Postuleerides omailma normatiivsust

Inspireerituna väitest, et organismi omailmal on mitte ainult kirjeldav, vaid 
ka normatiivne dimensioon, on mitmed teadlased üritanud semiootikat 
siduda eetikaga. Siiski on selles suunas tehtud sõnavõtud seisnenud pea-
miselt juba laialt tunnustatud moraalsete intuitsioonide üle korrutamises 
ning ei ole suutnud konkreetsel moel edendada meie teadmist sellest, kui-
das ja miks hakkavad olendid oma omailmas esinevaid objekte aksioloo-
gilise väärtuse või väärtusetuse põhjal korrastama. Püüdes asja selgemalt 
kirjeldada, on teoreetikud nimetatud teema käsitlemisel lähtunud peaaegu 
eranditult semiootilistest tajukäsitlustest, mis olid algselt kujundatud osana 
idealismi kummutamiseks mõeldud keerukatest arutluskäikudest. Lõpp-
tulemus, milleks on teatud vahetu antus, on olnud kõike muud kui vee-
nev. Käesolevas töös üritatakse anda kombatavat sisu mõistlikule oletusele, 
et väärtused peituvad bioloogilises dimensioonis, vastates liigispetsiifilis-
tele nõudmistele, ning esitatakse täiesti uudne lahendus, mis püüab välja 
joonistada omailma normatiivsuse aluseks oleva algstruktuuri. Tuginedes 
Ayn Randi põhjapanevatele töödele metaeetikast, kirjeldatakse käesolevas 
artiklis väärtusi kui põimitud võret, mille ülimaks mõõdupuuks on olendi 
enese kehastunud elu, ning näidatakse, kuidas kõik ülejäänud väärtushin-
nangud sellest mõõdupuust lähtuvad. 
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Ethics 

What About Suicide Bombers?
A Terse Response

to a Terse Objection

Marc Champagne

On September 11, 2010, after presenting selected technical
aspects of a Randian ethic at a prominent academic conference,  I was1

confronted with the following objection, somewhat belligerent in
tone:  “But what about suicide bombers?”  What about them?
Despite the objection’s contextual timeliness, my initial reaction was
to question its topical relevance.   So I politely requested that the2

criticism be further unpacked.  My interlocutor duly obliged, and I
eventually gleaned that murder-suicide (say, in the name of some
otherworldly posit) was being adduced as a supposed counterexample
to the rational egoist account of values I had just expounded.

I don’t recall my exact response, only that I was dissatisfied with
it afterwards.  The audience member clearly thought he had unearthed
a powerful criticism, and the objection, though crude, had the
rhetorical merit of brevity.  Such an intuitively attractive “sound bite,”
I later thought, deserves to be answered in kind.

Tellingly, a similar objection to Rand’s metaethics was raised in
the pages of this journal.  Reviewing Tara Smith’s (2000) pioneering
study of Rand’s metaethical ideas, Lester Hunt claims to have
discerned some “curious implications” in her views.  Upon describing
the conduct of a violent wanton who would uncontroversially be
classified as morally despicable, Hunt contends that “[t]he position
that Smith adopts would seem to mean [. . .] that we can pass no
moral judgments here at all,” since “[t]he individual involved happens
not to desire the end (life) toward which distinctions of right and
wrong are means” (2000, 109).

Although I have not attempted any kind of survey, I have found



The Journal of Ayn Rand Studies Vol. 11, No. 2 (Issue 22)234

similar instances of this criticism.  Reviewing Tibor Machan’s (1989)
Rand-inspired defense of individualism, Paul Gaffney (1992, 79)
writes:  “One can say, hopefully, that suicide is not, for most, an
urgent moral dilemma [. . .].  But if it is theoretically possible to opt
out of the endeavor [of life] through a morally insignificant choice, it
would seem to raise real questions about the status of one’s choices
within the endeavor.”

The remarks by Hunt and Gaffney encapsulate well my objector’s
initial worry:  if a suicide bomber thinks there is some suprapersonal/
supernatural “good” that calls for his violent demise, how can
someone committed to life as the standard of all value-judgments
wedge a normative assessment in his ensuing action(s)?  In other
words, if, from a Randian perspective, “[m]oral ‘imperatives’ are [. . .]
all of them hypothetical” such that “[m]orality rests on a fundamental,
pre-moral choice” (Gotthelf 2000, 84), what can one possibly say
about the criminal actions of those (hopefully, few) who do not
“choose” to uphold the life-affirming antecedent of the pivotal if-then
conditional whence all valuations flow?  As Gaffney (1992, 79) put it:
“[I]f I don’t have to go to New York City in the first place, why am
I blameworthy if I take the long way, or if I stop short and stay put?”

When presented with the idea that morality stems from life and
that living is essentially a matter of individual choice, these objectors
latch onto the voluntarism at hand, exploit the possibility that one
might not choose to live, and then raise questions about the universal-
izability of moral claims.  I believe their concern is misplaced, and
betokens a profound misunderstanding of what Randian ethics are all
about.  Defenders of the starting position, however, typically respond
by 1) further articulating the notion of choice and/or 2) introducing
supplementary arguments to show how one can achieve universal-
izability after all (say, via an appeal to essential human nature).  Alas,
these responses on Rand’s behalf only compound the confusion, since
they grant the objection’s basic rectitude.  Accordingly, I want to
gesture at a different approach.

In order to uproot the error involved, it may be useful to ask:
who is this nondescript “individual” at the center of Rand’s individu-
alist philosophy?  The often overlooked answer to this query is as
simple as it is revolutionary:  me.  Stated otherwise:  Rand addressed
her entire philosophy to Marc Champagne (if that statement appears
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provocative or conceited, then, as Rand was fond of saying, check
your premises).

The pronoun “I” is an index—a sign-vehicle that points to its
object according to contiguous circumstance.  Hence, it always points
to me.   But an unfortunate prejudice (fostered by scholarly practice)3

enjoins us to supplant this benign semiotic device with something
more contentful.  On this gloss, Rand’s individualist ideas apply to
Bob, Sally, Patrick, Abdallah, etc.  This slide, however, fatally corrupts
Rand’s distinctive advocacy of egoism.   For once the transition to an4

external vantage has been effected, it is only normal that one will find
the behavior of suicidal “holdouts” puzzling.  After all, aren’t they
individuals too?  If so, then their refusal to cherish their own life
would seem to bar one from evaluating their actions.

This is the mistaken inferential pattern I ran into.  The reasoning,
in essence, is that if the suicide bomber’s own embodied existence
here on earth does not matter to him, no evaluation can be made of
his other choices, and he thereby becomes morally impregnable.  This
confused line of reasoning, however, completely fails to notice that
there is no I “over there,” and that the only “self” that is relevant in this
or any other situation is my own.  Solipsism does not follow—other
minds genuinely exist; but we have a whole range of pronouns for
those.

The actions of a suicidal maniac who wants to take others down
with him in a bloodbath are therefore not at all “neutral” or “amoral.”
Much the opposite, since I (Marc Champagne) passionately want to
live/flourish, those actions are as bad as bad objectively gets.   So if5

one truly comprehends Rand’s ethical philosophy, it becomes clear
that the most appropriate response to a terse objection like “What
about suicide bombers?” is a confident and equally terse assertion
“But, I don’t want to get blown up.”

Notes
1.  The paper, “Organisms, values, and umwelten:  Locating normativity in the

natural order,” was delivered at Nature and Human Nature, annual conference of the
British Psychological Society (Consciousness and Experiential Psychology section),
St. Anne’s College, Oxford (11 September 2010).  The full text appears in Cham-
pagne (2011).

2.  I confess that I am always suspicious (and somewhat irritated) whenever one
appeals to “exceptional” or “hard” cases in order to undermine a general claim about
a normal state of affairs (for a similar view, see Rand 1964, 49–56).  Coupled with a
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default policy never to let an opponent commandeer the meta-philosophical terms
of the debate, this ingrained distaste made me weary of engaging with the ques-
tioner’s objection.  This short piece belatedly remedies that dereliction.

3.  Interestingly, Rand was fully aware of the indexical character of the first-
person pronoun:  “Whatever road I take, the guiding star is within me; the guiding
star and the load-stone which point the way.  They point in but one direction.  They
point to me” (Rand [1938] 1999, 109).

4.  That the reflex to universalize is non-conducive to a defense of ethical
egoism should be apparent from the fact that detractors of the view use such
universalization as their pivot.  Proceeding from the (correct) egoist thesis “My own
happiness is the sole good,” G. E. Moore accuses the thesis of being inconsistent by
claiming that “What egoism holds, therefore, is that each man’s happiness is the sole
good” ([1903] 1960, sect. 59; quoted by Huemer 2002, 261).  In spite of the
inferential marker “therefore,” nothing licenses the slide in quantifiers from “my
own” to “each” (see Champagne 2011, 25–27).

5.  Hunt’s suggestion that “there can be no moral reason for punishing such a
[harmful] person” (2000, 109) is thus beside the point, since what is at stake is a
straightforward containment/prevention of physical force.  Rand’s morality is not
about redeeming lost souls via punitive or pedagogical measures, but about going on
with the business of “living” in an unobstructed way (Rand [1957] 1999, 713).  There
is perhaps some story to be told for why dangerous criminals do the things they do;
but, like the protagonist of Anthem (Rand [1938] 1999, 109), “I know not and I care
not” what it might be.
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ABSTRACT. In his 1927 Analysis of Matter and elsewhere, Bertrand Russell argued 
that we can successfully infer the structure of the external world from the structure 
of our explanatory schemes. While nothing guarantees that the intrinsic qualities of 
experiences are shared by their objects, he held that the relations tying together 
those relata perforce mirror relations that actually obtain (these being expressible in 
the formal idiom of the Principia Mathematica). This claim was subsequently criticized 
by the mathematician Max Newman as true but trivial, insofar as from a closed body 
of observations (or “Ramsey sentence”) one can always generate other equally-
satisfactory networks of relations, provided they respect the original set’s cardinal- 
ity. Since any model thus generated will be empirically adequate, “[t]he defence is 
therefore driven back from the fairly safe fictitious-real classification to the much 
less tenable ‘trivial’ and ‘important’” (Newman 1928). Given the definitional rigour 
afforded by the initial appeal to isomorphism (via one-to-one correspondences in 
extension), the received assessment, shared by Russell himself, is that retreating to 
a pragmatic adjudication would betoken a fatal blow. However, I suggest that 
reliance on “importance” can be avoided if we incorporate an impersonal criterion 
of diachronic precedence. When collecting observations, an ordinality emerges along- 
side the cardinality which gives that underived structure an irrevocable epistemological 
privilege. Hence, I argue that, all other things being equal, any construct parasitic 
on an antecedent theory ought to be regarded as inferior and/or dispensable, since it 
was generated by an algorithm lacking the world-involving pedigree of its host 
structure. 
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I want to examine an important exchange Bertrand Russell was involved in 
during the formative years of the analytic tradition, and make those debates 
alive by venturing novel philosophical arguments of my own. In order to 
tackle this twofold agenda, I want to begin with a story which nicely cap- 
tures the core intuitions behind Russell’s early analysis of objectivity.  

Karl Popper once recounted the tale, likely fictitious, of a “man who 
dedicated his life to natural science, wrote down everything he could observe, 
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and bequeathed his priceless collection of observations to the Royal Society 
to be used as inductive evidence” (2002, p. 61). One imagines boxes of 
hand-written notes, scribbled on dishevelled pieces of paper, being hauled 
in the library on barrows. The moral to be drawn from this fable, Popper 
rightly held, is that a collection of observations lacking any organizing 
principle is epistemically inert. In his picturesque words, this “should show 
us that though beetles may profitably be collected, observations may not” 
(ibid.). In Popper’s hands, of course, this lesson was supposed to tell against 
inductive accounts of knowledge. While I do not want to join him in de- 
nouncing what I take to be a perfectly innocuous (and indeed vital) inference, 
I think the general criticism conveyed by his absurd story is well-taken, 
insofar as the theoretical structure we erect on a given set of observations is 
at least as important as those elements themselves. 

The basic picture which emerges from these plausible assumptions, then, 
is that of discrete experiences which, when arranged in accordance with some 
theoretical scheme, collectively paint a worldly scene that can be assessed 
for its truth or falsity. The sum of one’s first-person observations—or better 
still, the sum of several persons’ observations—therefore has the power to 
yield an objective representation of how things are (if and when these 
observational reports are properly combined). Using the familiar Aristotelian 
distinction, we might say that in order to know the world, we need obser- 
vation as the “matter” and structure as the “form,” lest we fall prey to the 
familiar Kantian reprobation about empirical blindness and conceptual empti- 
ness. 

It is with this framework in mind that Bertrand Russell articulated his 
early account of objectivity. Russell would take a dim view of the heap of 
disconnected observations bequeathed in the story just told. In fact, accord- 
ing to Russell, structuring observations is not only a necessary addition; 
rather, he went further and held that “[t]he only legitimate attitude about the 
physical world seems to be one of complete agnosticism as regards all but 
its mathematical properties” (1954, pp. 270–271). Going back to Popper’s 
fable, Russell would thus maintain that the account tying together the various 
observational episodes recorded on the pieces of paper are what we should 
actually be interested in, since it is their arrangement—and not the atomic 
constituents themselves—that ultimately reveals how the mind-independent 
world is. 

Working from a self-imposed embargo on pragmatic considerations that 
would eventually be lifted (by Quine and others) in the 1950s, the early 
Russell tried to support this claim of correspondence on purely a priori 
grounds. Defending what we would today taxonomize as a “structural realist” 
view of knowledge, Russell held that the various relations which enter into 
theories can be shown from the armchair to enjoy an isomorphic bond to 
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the world. What I want to do now is briefly reconstruct his argument, look 
at the crucial flaw that ultimately brought it down, and then propose a 
remediation which I think redirects many of the initial insights on a more 
plausible path. 

Russell’s argument began with a fairly uncontroversial premise which, 
following Stathis Psillos (2009, p. 126), we can call the “Helmholtz-Weyl” 
principle. It states that “we are justified, when different perceptions offer 
themselves to us, to infer that the underlying real conditions are different” 
(quoted by Weyl 1963, p. 26). This principle grafts itself nicely onto well-
known Russellian tenets. Russell (1998, p. 59) thought that observational 
episodes conveyed by nondescript demonstratives like “This is white” supply 
us with “knowledge by acquaintance.” Although we can wave our index 
fingers around and attempt to ostensively convey what is happening when 
we enjoy such first-person episodes, these empirical points of contact, 
Russell held, are by their nature private and ineffable. This, of course, does 
not make for promising bedrock if what one is after is objective third-
person knowledge. Not to worry, one does not have to wait long to depart 
from this baseline atomicity, since “[t]he next simplest [facts] would be those 
in which you have a relation between two facts, such as: ‘This is to the left 
of that’” (ibid.). The moment we bring two or more relata into relation, we 
leave the domain of intrinsic qualities and effectively enter that of intel- 
ligibility (and, by extension, science). This is where the aforementioned move 
from different perceptions to different causes does its work. On this view, a 
three-part sequence like lemon/apple/lemon will bear the same relational 
configuration as a three-part sequence avocado/banana/avocado—even if 
one person tastes avocado flavours where another tastes lemon. Hence, so 
long as variations in experience attest to variations in whatever is impinging 
on the sense organs, the “Helmholtz-Weyl” principle licenses the inference 
of a common mind-independent structure. 

So impressed was Russell with this that he maintained that any version 
of idealism, if consistently pursued, would have to acknowledge that scien- 
tific theories have the same form as their worldly domain (the one-to-one 
isomorphism entailing that worldly structures have true theories as their 
converse domain). “Two relations P, Q are said to be ‘similar’ if there is a 
one-to-one relation between the terms of their fields, which is such that, 
whenever two terms have the relation P, their correlates have the relation Q, 
and vice versa” (Russell 1954, p. 249). In the previous example, avocado-
tastes mapped onto lemon-tastes, and apple-tastes onto banana-tastes. Like- 
wise, “[a] book spelt phonetically is similar to the sounds produced when it 
is read aloud” (ibid.), since the structure binding the printed characters can 
be monotonically correlated with the structure binding the spoken sounds 
(ibid., p. 400). Russell’s claim was that good empirical accounts and the 
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world are isomorphic in just this way. Hence, for a period at least, he took 
structure to be the one exception escaping his usual policy of philosophic 
agnosticism. Venturing beyond the veil of appearances, he declared that 
“[i]f the phenomenal world has three dimensions, so must the world behind 
phenomena; if the phenomenal world is Euclidean, so must the other be; 
and so on. In short, every proposition having a communicable significance 
must be true of both worlds or of neither [...]” (Russell 1950, p. 61). 

To be sure, Russell made a partial concession to the sceptic, insofar as 
the contents that hang together in a given structure remain subject to the 
possibility of a radical disconnectedness—both from the world and from 
one observer to another. This concession was nevertheless assumed to be 
benign, since qualitative relata fall outside the ambit of testability and inter-
subjective verification such that “the only difference must lie in just that 
essence of individuality which always eludes words and baffles description, 
but which, for that very reason, is irrelevant to science” (Russell 1950, p. 61; 
for a kindred view, see Carnap 2003, pp. 28–30). It is important to under- 
score that Russell is here shaving off qualia because they are non-structural 
and not because they allow for commutative differences that make no dif- 
ference. The analytical motive for the dismissal is relevant, because at no 
point did Russell contemplate using a more blunt pragmatic razor to cut 
himself loose from the formal problems in which he was later entangled. 

Looking back, Russell’s belief that discarding qualitative features is an 
unproblematic move can seem hopelessly naive. As anyone familiar with 
contemporary debates about consciousness well knows, qualia would come 
back to haunt analytic philosophy with a vengeance (see Livingston 2004). As 
things stand, Russell did not have to wait for the emergence of “zombies” 
to have his views challenged. Rather, trenchant criticisms came from a 
purely logical front as Russell’s project of deducing realism by appealing to 
structural relations was effectively terminated in the late 1920s by the Cam- 
bridge mathematician Maxwell H. A. Newman (in what turned out to be 
Newman’s sole philosophical paper). 

Newman (1928, p. 139) agreed with Russell that, for the purposes of 
serious explanation, the intrinsic character of observational relata can be 
dispensed with. However, the problem highlighted by Newman essentially 
draws out a consequence that does not bode well for the attempt to get some 
realist mileage out of the notion of structure. Expanding on the generic Aris- 
totelian distinction introduced earlier, a good way to preview Newman’s 
grievance would be to say that while Russell grasped the variability of matter 
with respect to form, he overlooked the variability of form with respect to 
matter. 

On Russell’s account, the qualitative contents of observational experiences 
can change while the structure organizing them stays the same. However, 
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to the extent that this distinction holds, one must likewise make allowances 
for the possibility that, with the same set of simple qualitative contents, the 
complex network of relations organizing them can be varied. Indeed, Newman 
showed that, as a matter of second-order logic and set theory, if we gather 
all observations into a sum (which we would today call a “Ramsey sen- 
tence”), any structure that satisfies a one-to-one correspondence with this class 
cannot fail but adequately square with experience. Using the mathematical 
terminology favoured by Newman, we can say that so long as one respects 
a set’s cardinal number, one can impose on that set a variety of ordinal 
structures. And since discrete observations are the guarantors of an empirical 
contact with the world, all structures that include them will by definition be 
materially adequate. 

When structuring a set, informational entropy is increased, since one can 
no longer enumerate the members any which way. Russell and his contem- 
poraries, however, took it for granted that anything which is extensionally 
equivalent is equivalent tout court. This assumption—which effectively 
reprises Georg Cantor’s conception of class-similarity—is not a happy one 
for contingent inquiries like natural science, since it renders the deductive 
inference from structure to objectivity basically vacuous. In other words, 
fashion a clay sculpture as you will, so long as the clay weighs the same when 
placed on a scale as it did initially, the shape imposed will pass muster. “In 
a sense, the Newman problem is the inverse of multiple realizability. Whereas 
in the latter case we have multiple instantiations (collections of entities) that 
fit the structural description, Newman’s problem amounts to saying that a 
given collection of entities can be endowed with any arbitrary structure, as 
long as the collection has the right cardinality” (Lyre 2010, p. 389). 

Obviously, not all candidate structures ought to be taken as real. Yet, as 
plain as this may seem, a choice in this regard cannot be underwritten by 
purely formal considerations. As Newman put it: “The defence is therefore 
driven back from the fairly safe fictitious-real classification to the much 
less tenable ‘trivial’ and ‘important’” (1928, p. 146). 

On the assumption (shared by all the original parties to this debate) that 
the world simply cannot house normative features like importance, this 
forced retreat to pragmatic considerations was taken to betoken a fatal blow. 
Russell’s initial hope was to anchor realism to the definitional rigour afforded 
by the notion of isomorphism, which he (mistakenly) thought showed that 
successful scientific theories model the structure of the world. However, such 
a claim to correspondence, Newman argued, is essentially tautological. Accord- 
ingly, it is hard to see how it can do any serious lifting in debates about the 
real nature of the world. 

Most contemporary commentators (e.g., Demopoulos and Friedman 1985; 
Psillos 2009) take Newman to have articulated a knock-down criticism. 
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Interestingly, Russell seems to have shared that very assessment. In a letter 
dating from 1928, which is the same year Newman published his criticism 
in Mind, Russell wrote to Newman that he was “somewhat ashamed at not 
having noticed the point for myself” (1968, p. 176). Yet, there is reason to 
think that Russell had noticed the point. Indeed, in his 1919 Introduction to 
Mathematical Philosophy—which pre-dated Newman’s article by close to a 
decade—Russell demonstrated in explicit detail how one-to-one relations 
can survive endless variations, provided the outcome saves the cardinality 
at hand. He insisted, for example, that if we take the first ten integers, we 
can correlate these individual numbers with their respective doubles. The 
resultant set of even numbers will bear the same (bijective) relation to the 
initial set of integers, since one can just as easily travel in the other direction 
by dividing the numbers in half. Moreover, the cardinality is preserved: 
from ten items we go to ten items. Obviously, there is nothing unique about 
the operations of doubling and dividing. In fact, Russell rightly stressed that 
“[s]uch processes of correlation may be varied endlessly” (1950, p. 49). 
Russell’s faulty recollection (or false humility) notwithstanding, there is thus 
textual evidence that he did know of the structural underdetermination afforded 
by one-to-one relations. Russell may have been a bit over-dramatic in his 
apologetic response to Newman (or again, perhaps the fact that he knew 
beforehand is more precisely the source of shame). In any event, the lesson 
to be learned from Russell’s failure to deductively ground objectivity is that 
“[a] satisfactory account of [theoretical knowledge and reference] must do 
justice to such ‘obvious facts’ as that the world’s structure is discovered 
rather than stipulated” (Demopoulos and Friedman 1985, p. 635). 

One way to rephrase that moral—the one I would now like to defend—
is to say that structure without history is empty. 

Newman showed how an open-ended array of structures can be imposed 
on a given body of discrete observations, and that the duplication of struc- 
tures is free to employ any algorithm. This liberalism is nevertheless subject 
to one non-negotiable constraint: the ensuing duplicates cannot compromise 
the cardinality at hand. In other words, on the terms set by Russell and 
Newman, one will fatally corrupt the “matter” of a sculpture if, in the course 
of refashioning its “form,” one removes or adds some clay. Now, as Demo- 
poulos and Friedman point out, “Newman’s problem arises after the domain 
has been fixed” (1985, pp. 628–629). This, to my mind, is a crucial feature, 
into which we can begin to wedge a solution. Indeed, one may justifiably 
ask: what determines this cardinality? 

Clearly, no transformational rule contains that cardinality. Despite the 
open-ended character highlighted by Newman, it seems that the cardinality 
which constrains the spawning of structures must come from a specific 
source, namely, a founding string of observational episodes. Just as a hunk 
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of clay always has some shape, that cardinal class must obviously have some 
original structure. Hence, we may conclude that, since Newman’s problem 
arises after the domain has been fixed, all subsequent mirror images must 
be parasitic on a master copy that is patently not the product of a model-
theoretic duplication. To be sure, a master copy is still a copy, in the sense 
of “corresponding” to whatever in the world makes it true. That is not, 
however, to be glossed as a bad thing. If an artist paints a still life, the 
ensuing sign-vehicle is not a forgery; but if someone else paints that original 
painting, the new work will be a forgery. Newman duplicates enter at this 
second stage, and it is these which, I argue, ought not to enjoy the same 
epistemic standing as the original theoretical depiction of the world. 

The following analogy might help to clarify my diagnosis. Imagine two 
athletes competing in Plato’s mathematical heaven, playing shot-put. One is 
in top form, and puts the shot 25 meters, breaking the world record. Upon 
witnessing this splendid performance, the other summons all his energies 
and likewise puts up a distance of 25 meters. Which of the two set the world 
record? Given our lofty Platonic playing-field, it seems the answer must be: 
neither—or both. This is because the distances are exactly 25 meters each 
and, on a purely synchronic conception, that makes them equivalent. What- 
ever can be said of one can apparently be said of the other. It is clear, though, 
that only one of the two athletes set the record. It may seem paradoxical, but 
the two quantities are nevertheless different, even though they involve the 
same quantities. Concretely, the reason is that the relations at hand occurred 
diachronically, such that the first throw will forever have a predicate which 
the second cannot, namely “...is the record-setting performance.” This priv- 
ilege, anchored in a situated historical context, is irrevocable; and subsequently 
matching the distance to the last decimal cannot alter this, save in an artifi- 
cial perspective that neglects the temporal priority of one of these quantities. 

Before the Newman objection gets off the ground, there must be a body 
of observations at one’s disposal, and that mass must from the start have some 
structure that bears witness to the way it was diachronically harvested. When 
collecting a body of observations, then, an “underived ordinality” emerges 
alongside the cardinality. All other things being equal, I submit that any 
model-theoretic duplicate lacking this world-involving pedigree ought to 
be regarded as inferior and/or dispensable. Paying attention to the historical 
record should thus allow one to deflect the trivial realization highlighted by 
Newman. 

It is untendentious that “among all those relations-in-extension which 
generate the same structure, only those which express real relations should 
be considered” (Psillos 2009, p. 163). That conviction is undoubtedly correct. 
But, faced with the proliferation of empirically-adequate structures, we never- 
theless need a principled reason to justify our endorsement of some relations 
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over others. Interestingly, Carnap (2003, pp. 235–237) tried to achieve this 
result by making “foundedness” a primitive. However, it is difficult to see 
how such an intangible (and uncharacteristically un-analytical) notion differs 
from the existentialist Dasein (Friedman 2000). Temporal antecedence, by 
contrast, can be defined in a rigorous manner, if anything can. I therefore 
argue that diachronic priority can allow us to pick out the relevant structure 
amidst the flurry of artificial duplicates—without ascribing a normative 
property like “importance” to the world. In this sense, indexing structures 
to their situated context of discovery is a third option that was overlooked 
by Russell and Newman alike. 

This is not to say that, for instance, the Ptolemaic account in astronomy 
should be preferred over the Keplerian one just because it came before. That 
is not what I am advocating. The complex structural relation expressed by 
Keplerian astronomy is not a Newman duplicate of Ptolemy’s, because the 
cardinality of observations over which it ranges is greater/different. As 
such, the relevant worry is not even applicable to this case. However, if one 
were to concoct a theory that explains the same celestial motions as Kepler’s 
laws only by “cryptographically” reshuffling that explanatory structure (with 
a “key” that could trace the one-to-one path back to the original laws), then 
the new account would deserve, in my view, to be shaved off. Of course, if 
that reshuffled structure somehow manages to capture one further fact, then 
things are no longer equal, and my proposed razor of priority no longer 
applies. Going back to the analogy with shot-put distances, the diachronic 
perspective I am urging has the virtue of making sensible the requirement that 
a candidate theoretical structure must explain a greater cardinal number of 
observations than its predecessor. 

In a move that lends support to this view, Stathis Psillos (2009, p. 153) 
has recently suggested that a Ramsey sentence is best viewed as a “grow- 
ing” existential statement. The idea of “growth” is a potent one, since it 
brings with it a diachronic dimension. Scientific explanation has marched on 
quite a bit. Now it may be that, having come this far, we get to look back at 
this enumerative totality and discern recurring motifs of varying salience. 
Moreover, it may be that the common threads we uncover are, in the main, 
structural in nature. Hence, “[h]aving specified these natural relations, one 
may abstract away their content and study their structure. But if one begins 
with the structure, then one is in no position to tell which of the relations 
one studies and whether or not they are natural” (Psillos 1999, p. 66). In- 
ductive generalizations therefore do not license a departure from the mode 
of investigation which yielded the discovery, as if historical inquiry was a 
ladder out of Plato’s cave which one could discard upon reaching the im- 
mutable structural verities (e.g., Ladyman et al. 2007). 
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As can be seen, the exchange between Russell and Newman broached 
major philosophical themes. One could make the case that shared worries 
about the potential disconnectedness of structures from the world stem from 
what Donald Davidson (2001, pp. 183–198) later identified as the “third 
dogma” of empiricism, namely the dualism of scheme and content. In the same 
vein, I have argued that Newman’s problem is only a “problem” if empirical 
knowledge disowns its historical roots. Be that as it may, assumptions about 
the separability (and primacy?) of structure were at the core of early analytic 
philosophy, and it is hard to see how one can challenge those assumptions 
without also challenging the intellectual program they influenced. Hence, 
looking back at Russell’s failure to secure knowledge of the external world 
by means of truth-preserving argumentation, one is naturally tempted to 
look for resources that are non-monotonic. Pragmatic expediency is one 
straightforward way to sift through an artificial accumulation of isomorphic 
structures: you figure out which whole is convenient to adopt, and then 
commit yourself to it for as long as this proves useful (see Quine and Ullian 
1978, pp. 64–82). Resorting to this strategy, though, means taking on the role 
of the proverbial bull in the China shop. Those misgivings notwithstanding, 
a more serious objection (which Rorty attracted like a lightning rod) would 
be that pragmatic considerations are too closely bound with subjective 
interests and pluralism to secure the twin desiderata of mind-independence 
and univocity that we naturally expect a tenable realist account to meet. 

It may take fancier footwork, but I think a perspective can be developed 
that respects the embargo on informal appeals which characterized the early 
analytic program. With this in mind, my suggestion in this paper has been 
that reliance on features like “importance” can be avoided if we turn to the 
impersonal criterion of diachronic precedence. When collecting observations, 
an ordinality emerges alongside the cardinality which gives that structure an 
irrevocable epistemological privilege. I submit that, all other things being 
equal, any construct parasitic on an antecedent theory ought to be regarded 
as inferior and/or dispensable, since it was generated by an algorithm 
lacking the historical credentials of its host structure. Hence, if a “crucial 
experiment” is one capable of producing a single verdict sufficient to adju- 
dicate between competing theories, then a good way to summarize my remarks 
would be to say that I have endeavoured to supply a “crucial context.” 

As we pay increasing attention to the history of analytic philosophy, we 
gather that analytic philosophy has not paid much attention to history. Of 
course, early logical empiricists (like Reichenbach) thought it wise to divorce 
such a “context of discovery” from questions pertaining to “justification.” 
However, in a bid to dissolve the worries engendered by Newman, I have 
argued that, in the end, theories are justified because they are discovered. 
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That may seem like a truism, but it is an oddity of our philosophical craft 
that no one ever really stated things that way. 
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Cartesian principle according to which one can always recognize one’s own thoughts
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endeavor. There is no doubt that, if true, a falsification of the immunity to error
through misidentification would entail drastic revisions in how we conceive the
boundary between self and other. However, I argue that (1) the idea of unearthing an
exception to the Cartesian thesis is, on further reflection, not a realistic prospect and
that (2) this casts doubt on the attempt to conjoin first-person phenomenology and
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the supposedly universal principle according to which one can always recognize the
contents of one’s consciousness as one’s own. John Campbell fleshes out the
philosophical relevance of such clinical disorders as follows:

In making a judgement like, “I see a comet,” there are not two steps, finding
out who is seeing the thing and finding out what it is that is being seen, so that
you could go wrong at either step. The only place to go wrong is in your
description of what is being seen. [...] A patient who supposes that thoughts
have been inserted into his mind by someone else is right about which thoughts
they are, but wrong about whose thoughts they are. So thought insertion seems
to be a counterexample to the thesis that present-tense introspectively based
reports of psychological state cannot involve errors of identification. (Campbell
1999b, pp. 609–610; emphasis added)

Descartes, you will recall, fell back on the immediacy of his own thinking self to
dissipate the (remote, but nevertheless conceivable) possibility of wide-scale
deception. One’s privileged access to one’s own mind, he held, supplies one with
an internal preserve forever beyond the reach of any cunning agency who would
perchance attempt to beguile one.1 Hence, while I may be wrong about a great many
things, I can never be wrong about the fact that even when contemplating a
falsehood it is I who is thinking—thereby alleviating my fallible epistemological
predicament as a finite creature on at least one front. Following Sydney Shoemaker
(1968, p. 556), we can label this the “immunity to error through misidentification”
principle.2 For sundry reasons ranging from the sophisticated to the mundane,
philosophy and folk psychology alike have found solace in the idea that, come what
may, one’s thoughts are always transparently one’s own. But, if Campbell is correct,
then empirical studies of schizophrenia challenge this traditional construal of the
self. Instead of tagging a private “I think that...” before every mental content, some
schizophrenic patients are seemingly coerced by something beyond their control to
add the prefix “Someone else thinks that...” in a certain (for our purposes, undefined)
subset of experiences.

Although a healthy level of prudence prevents him from taking a definitive stance
on the issue, Shaun Gallagher is convinced that grappling with this remarkable
possibility is a worthwhile endeavor:

It may be argued whether or not Campbell is correct in his claim that this
[misidentification by a schizophrenic patient of the source of her thoughts] is a
counterexample to the immunity principle, but the implications of his analysis
are quite productive. [...] If we can identify which mechanisms fail at the
cognitive or neurological level when the schizophrenic patient suffers from
thought insertion, then we also have a good indication of the mechanisms

1 In the Meditations, this idea is gleaned partly by way of introspection, but is buttressed by ample rational
argumentation (see Frankfurt 1970).
2 The issue of how (i.e., when and to what) to apply the first-person pronoun is of obvious relevance to the
philosophy of language—as witnessed by L. Wittgenstein’s influential remarks on the matter (1958, pp.
66–67), but it bears on the study of the mind as well. In fact, some theorists have argued that the very
ability to conceive of oneself as oneself “is signaled by the linguistic ability to attribute (as well as to
make) first-person reference to oneself” (Baker 2000, p. 68).

146 M. Champagne



responsible for (or at least involved in) the normal immunity to error found in
self-reference, and the immediate sense of self. This insight moves us from the
conceptual and often abstract arguments of philosophy to the more empirical
inquiries of neuropsychology and neurophysiology. (2000a, p. 16)

The transition from the a priori to the a posteriori alluded to in this passage is
assumed to be a salutary one. Gallagher (2007a, p. 295) quotes disapprovingly
Gilbert Ryle’s statement that “One will never say that so and so is a better
philosopher than so and so because so and so knows facts of which the other is
ignorant” (in Merleau-Ponty and Ryle [1960] 1992, p. 68). A received naturalism
indeed makes Ryle’s stance sound hopelessly isolationist. The widespread holism
which helped usher in this naturalist turn has it that, under the right conditions,
contingent observations can compel us to modify (and even abandon) truths we
hitherto took to be analytically secure.

Yet, the holistic take on knowledge which contributed to undermining this divide
also tells us that certain “core” items can be prized so much that they can be
entrenched even in the face of mounting counter-evidence. Whether or not it gets
dislodged by aberrant cases, Descartes’ influential philosophical claim vis-à-vis the
infallibility of reflexive first-person apprehension certainly qualifies as such a
tenacious tenet. So, in spite of Gallagher’s calculated agnosticism, there has to be
some genuine prospect of falsifying the aforementioned immunity principle for the
claim of “productivity” to go through as more than idle comparison work. If that
remote possibility can be shown to be outright impossible, then one can rightly ask
what the point of the endeavor is.

My aim in this paper, then, is twofold. On the one hand, I want to try and show
that the idea of unearthing a vivid exception to the self’s self-referential immunity is,
on further reflection, not a realistic prospect. On the other hand, I want to use
Gallagher’s multidisciplinary investigation of thought insertion as a springboard to
explore some methodological issues that are sometimes papered over in the interest
of presenting a united front. Dividing my discussion into four parts, I will start with
substantive explanations of schizophrenia and progressively work my way into more
general methodological considerations.

I will begin by reviewing the standard account of thought insertion, which turns on the
idea of a comparison between express intents and bodily actions across time (“Sense of
agency and bodily action”). I will then examine the rival (Husserlian) model defended
by Gallagher and will critically probe his claim that it presents a better, more plausible,
alternative (“A rival model of schizophrenia”). This will lead me to address important
questions pertaining to the epistemological status of first-person reports (“The status of
first-person reports”). Finally, I will return to the essay’s title query and ask whether the
foregoing considerations truly call into question the reasoning that underpins the
immunity to error through misidentification principle (“Coming full circle”). Coupled
with the fact that the promise of a counterexample to this Cartesian thesis ultimately
goes unmet, I believe the sundry tensions I will lay bare cast serious doubt on the
overall viability of Gallagher’s attempt to conjoin first-person phenomenology and
third-person cognitive science in the service of philosophical debates. I will conclude
by suggesting that this might stem from a hasty naturalist engagement with problems
(and solutions) which have a decidedly a priori status.
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It is important to underscore the limited scope of that concern. The claim is not
that the admixture of first-person phenomenology and third-person cognitive science
advocated by Gallagher and others fails to work across the board. However, it is one
thing to argue that controlled first-person reports are a factor that should be taken
into consideration in the design of experimental set-ups—that “no-brainer”
(Gallagher and Brøsted Sørensen 2006, p. 130) is uncontroversial enough—and
quite another to suggest that this approach has the power to overturn centuries-old
philosophic tenets supported by monotonic argumentative means. That obviously
does not foreclose a shared future for phenomenology and the cognitive sciences, but
adopting a more modest program entails a corresponding change in the selection of
problematics deemed germane and/or feasible. In a spirit of constructive sobriety, I
here focus on a telling instance where this has not been the case.

Sense of agency and bodily action

Following Irwin Feinberg (1978) and Christopher Frith (1992), it is customary to
explain the phenomenon of “thought insertion” by way of an analogy with
pathologies of motor control, specifically those that pertain to visuo-motor
coordination (see Campbell 1999b, pp. 611–614). The analogy is cashed-out by
Gallagher and others as follows: if, under suitable circumstances, a limb or apparatus
once deemed to be fully under a person’s agentive control can be made to appear
completely foreign, then analogous circumstances might also account for cases
where persons insist the thoughts they are having are not “really” theirs and have
been placed in their stream of consciousness by another person (Bortolotti and
Broome 2009, pp. 214–215).

As one seeks to grasp an object, one constantly has to adjust one’s movements in
the light of proprioceptive feedback. This self-monitoring would seem to be tied
intrinsically to one’s body. However, experiments and phenomenological descrip-
tions strongly suggest that—modulo a certain period of adaptation—the entire
process can just as easily be transposed on a material surrogate designed to extend
one’s motor commands. That is, the feedback loop can quite literally encompass a
foreign body. Gallagher (2006, p. 197) cites the case of NASA engineers working
with sophisticated robotic arms who, deprived of any direct view of their own body
by “virtual reality” goggles, eventually came to project a strong sense of
embodiment onto the mechanical apparatus (which was situated elsewhere): “This
was manifest when one of us thought that he had better be careful for if he dropped a
wrench it would land on his leg” (cited in Cole et al. 2000, p. 167). These reports
suggest that the commonsensical delineation marking out the domain of selfhood can
be augmented in cases where one’s agentive dominion over an external object
answers to roughly the same parameters as self-initiated bodily motions.3

3 Interestingly, this plasticity was noticed by Merleau-Ponty in the course of his own phenomenological
investigations: “The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him, and is no longer perceived for
itself; its point has become an area of sensitivity, extending the scope and active radius of touch, and
providing a parallel to sight. In the exploration of things, the length of the stick does not enter expressly as
a middle term: the blind man is rather aware of it through the position of objects than of the position of
objects through it” ([1945] 1974, p. 143).
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Since the employment of more “visceral” (proprioceptive) pathways presumably
unfolds at a wholly subpersonal level, it is doubtful that an engineer involved in
complex robotic maneuvers could ever truly dissipate her feeling of exercising an
intimate control over the machine by rehearsing declarative statements to the effect
that this sense of direct mastery is in point of fact highly mediated. As Husserl would
say, “his depriving them of acceptance, does not signify their disappearance from his
field of experience” ([1931] 1999, p. 20). Likewise, telling a patient afflicted by
thought insertion that the whole affair is illusory does little to dissipate the
overwhelming phenomenological feeling of intrusion by some other party. We can
therefore begin to see the attractiveness of exploiting the example of visuo-motor
coordination in order to wedge an explanatory hypothesis in what otherwise appear
to be inscrutable psychological disorders.

The case of the “embodied” robotic arms is subject to crucial diachronic constraints:
temporal immediacy is required for the sense of spatial immediacy in one’s actions to
emerge. If too long a delay is introduced between the bodily commands of the
engineer and the movements of the machine, the naturalness of the feedback loop
begins to break down. Indeed, experiments “which used a delay between the subject’s
movement and the resultant tactile stimulation, demonstrated that the perception of a
tactile stimulus is proportional to the sensory discrepancy produced by the comparison
between the predicted and actual sensory feedback from the movement” (Blakemore
2000, p. 198).4 In the example previously cited, the NASA operator was already
making provisions for the next action when the robot was executing a previous
command. Similarly, in everyday experience, one does not wait to see what will
happen when one has initiated a familiar motor command. Instead, one anticipates that
the action will occur in an independent manner that requires no further sanction
(Haggard and Clark 2003)—just as one need not concentrate on external happenings
for efficient causality to do its work. As Heidegger would say, owing to the body’s
primitive involvement with the world, the various meanings we traffic in are always
already “ahead” of themselves. However, this smooth sense of obviousness—which is
truly remarkable in that it underwrites an almost “animistic” analogy between agency’s
orderliness and worldly occurrences—is not necessarily abiding, and is liable to
collapse under specific circumstances. Again, to echo a quintessentially Heideggerian
theme, this breakdown of the expected cause-and-effect sequence thereby reveals an
artificial implement anew for what it really is, or alternatively gives one the sense that
one’s limbs are disembodied material objects (Gallagher 2004a; Slatman 2009).5

4 Gallagher (2006, p. 199) reports on experiments conducted by Nielsen (1963) and Franck et al. (2001)
that show how discrepancies in feedback which last beyond 150 ms begin to dissipate the
phenomenological feel of the control as im-mediate. One virtually unnoticed implication of such studies
is that, if the sense of agency is inversely proportionate to the delay, then the lower limit of such a
temporal gradation (which marks no discrepancy) would have to entail an absolute agentive involvement
in an hic et nunc event. If so, then this calls into question the centrality of an outflowing–inflowing
dynamic, insofar as an “instantaneous feedback” bereft of any sequentiality is no feedback at all. See
Champagne (forthcoming) for the methodological consequences of this important (but otherwise
unexplored) idea.
5 That is not to say that something so disclosed in its artificiality suddenly falls outside the purview of
one’s volitional control; after all, a NASA engineer would remain very much in charge of a robotic
surrogate even if her commands were conveyed under exaggerated temporal parameters (say, by regular
mail).
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According to Blakemore, “[o]ur sensory systems are constantly bombarded by a
multitude of sensory stimuli, from which we must extract the few stimuli which
correspond to important changes within the environment. One class of stimuli that
are in most circumstances of little biological importance are those that arise as a
necessary consequence of our own motor actions” (2000, p. 185). As we have just
seen, the close sequential succession of command and execution means that, in most
situations, the feedback one gets from moving one’s own body effectively effaces
itself. Blakemore’s account corroborates this and adds a plausible evolutionary
rationale for why it is so: since diverting limited cognitive resources towards
processing and categorizing the information accompanying bodily actions would
adversely affect our ability to fruitfully deal with our environment, considerations of
economy inscribed in our very constitution as animals require us to attenuate such
proprioceptive feedback as needlessly wasteful excess (although that information is
presumably always there in latent form, as a pre-reflective background of
experience).

However, in cases where one’s intentions do go astray, such as when delays and
distortions are (experimentally or pathologically) introduced, this “feeling of doing”
(Bayne and Levy 2006) springs to the phenomenological foreground as a salient
item calling for cognitive attention and this, for the very same Darwinian reasons
which warrant its disregard in normal contexts. These varying shades of salience, in
turn, help organisms distinguish what is and what is not within their purview. “As
the error from this comparison [between predicted and actual sensory feedback]
increases so does the likelihood that the sensation is externally produced”
(Blakemore 2000, p. 187, emphasis added; see also Johnson 1988; Farrer and Frith
2002). One might conceivably adjust oneself to this over time. But, in the short-term
at least, what is lost in stretching (or severing) the feedback loop is the feeling that
the vehicle for action was “within” the sphere of one’s selfhood.6

A rival model of schizophrenia

The explanations of thought insertion that exploit an analogy with motor control are
premised on a generic construal that allows one to (1) initiate an action (perhaps in
light of an external prompting) and (2) subsequently verify whether that pre-motor
command has been properly executed—the weak normative term “properly” here
meaning (2a) in conformity with the original intent and (2b) in a timely manner. To
the extent one endorses this way of thinking, some means of preserving the
substantive content of one’s intent(s) across time is needed for the whole dynamic to

6 It has long been recognized that schizophrenia can lead to social dysfunctions (Lysaker et al. 2005). If
what has just been said is correct, then suffering from a severe dislocation in what does and does not
appear under one’s willful control also robs one of a pivotal epistemological compass (Waldenfels 2004).
In conformity with the account given by Blakemore (2000), fecund dealings with one’s environment
would seem to require that one’s first-person phenomenology include relatively tranquil zones free of the
sense of surprise, so that truly novel events may better capture one’s attention and trigger further inquiry
(Schwartz et al. 2005, p. 102). By contrast, the mind of a schizophrenic is ostensibly cluttered with a
needlessly high degree of foreignness that hinders (or even precludes) the attainment of an objective
worldview (Gallagher 2009a, p. 256).
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take place. If I want to move my foot to the left, it is not sufficient that shortly
thereafter, I move my foot; for the end-result to conform to my intent and be
regarded as my own, that foot must have moved to the left as originally envisaged.
We may thus surmise that some sort of copy is made whenever a motor command is
sent out, in order to capture with a high enough degree of fidelity these pre-action
neural processes. Moreover, it seems reasonable to posit some kind of subpersonal
self-monitoring mechanism whose task it is to use that efferent copy in order to
compare outflowing pre-motor intents with actual behavioral results.

Not surprisingly, most current theories follow something like this line of
reasoning—the prime example here being the influential work of Frith (1992).
Gallagher, however, has amply criticized the resultant account, since, in his view,
“the comparator/efferent copy model makes little phenomenological sense and is in
some respects redundant or extraneous” (2000b, p. 230; see also his 2004c, pp. 11–
15). In its stead, he urges a model based on Husserl’s reflections ([1893–1917] 1991)
which would describe the same data by appealing to a breakdown in “protention”—
that is, a failure to have the upcoming moment as an intentional object (Gallagher
2006, pp. 189–196; Gallagher 1998; Lethin 2008). Consider, for example, sentence
completion, a handy device used by Gallagher (2006, pp. 194–195) to illustrate the
workings of protention in the stream of consciousness. As one reads the syntagmatic
concatenation “George quickly swallowed...,” one is diachronically building up
expectations which constrain the synchronic paradigm of possible lexical units most
likely to appear next, before they appear. The process lends itself well to a
(Saussurean) linguistic characterization, but it is meant to capture a ubiquitous
phenomenological feature: “Every subjective process has a process ‘horizon,’ which
changes with the alteration of the nexus of consciousness to which the process
belongs and with the alteration of the process itself from phase to phase of its flow
[...] a continuous protention, which, with each phase of the perception, has a new
sense” (Husserl [1931] 1999, p. 44). Gallagher uses this Husserlian framework to
account for thought insertion by arguing that “[w]ithout protention, thought
continues, but it appears already made, not generated by me, appearing suddenly,
already formulated as it enters into retention” (Gallagher 2006, p. 195).

However, the description given by Gallagher lists a host of features, not all of
which are called for by the Husserlian model. Indeed, if we suppose that failure (or
privation)7 of protention is a central causal factor, the fact that a thought “appears
suddenly” as “already formulated” does not necessarily mean that it will be felt as
“not generated by me”—it might just as easily yield, say, a delusional sense of
omnipotence. Now, Gallagher rightly notes that “a lack of a sense of self-agency
does not add up to an attribution of action to others” (2007b, p. 43). As such, the
picture needs to be made more complete by allowing that “[i]n metarepresentation
the [schizophrenic] patient may start to ascribe the thought to some particular force
or individual and report that it has been inserted” (Gallagher 2006, p. 196). But,
since that second-order ascription is what allows the first-order lack of anticipation
to be glossed as an intervention by some other party, then in the end, what really
does the explaining of schizophrenic thought insertion is metarepresentation, not

7 This distinction between impairment and outright lack, though plainly crucial for diagnosis and
treatment, is rarely made.
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lack of protention. And that second-order ascription—unfolding as it does ex post
facto on a store of contents that have “entered into retention” (i.e., memory)—begins
to look a lot like the comparator model which the Husserlian model was expressly
called-in to supplant.

Gallagher is aware of this criticism and has insisted that a metarepresentational
layering does not necessarily threaten the Husserlian approach, since one may take a
“bottom-up” view where “what happens at the cognitive level of self-attribution [...] is
straight-forwardly explained as an effect of the lower-order disruptions” (2007b, p. 36).
The reply is plausible in isolation. Indeed, it is untendentious that “first-order
experience might in fact play a role in the problem” and that “the immediate sense of
alterity, may be implicit in first-order experience” (Gallagher 2007b, pp. 39, 45), since
it is the element of surprise which goads thought into motion.8 Appealing to this
feature becomes less attractive, however, when we consider that it requires one to
produce a convincing reason why—on the sole basis of a closed set of antecedent
conditions—the schizophrenic subject’s second-order9 interpretation of her mental
happenings is compelled to take that precise route, and not another. In other words,
thoroughgoing bottom-up approaches must in principle satisfy projectability. There is
certainly much complexity involved, as Gallagher observes (2007b, p. 45), but the
burden cannot be discharged, at least not with respect to the onset of the psychosis that
shall thereafter exploit the momentum of (narrative?) habituation. Yet, as far as I can
tell, no convincing evidence has been adduced (bottom-up or top-down) to explain in
a concrete way why a higher-order interpretation ends up being what it is in the case
of schizophrenics.

Again, Gallagher acknowledges this difficulty, and has recently qualified his
earlier support of bottom-up approaches:

The common complaint against these [bottom-up] models is that they never
explain why the delusions have the specific thematic contents that they do. [...]
In schizophrenia, a person may experience a lack of agency for a particular
movement she makes; but why should she come to the delusional explanation
that someone else is making her do things, rather than that something is wrong
with her own motor control system? There seems to be no resources in these
models to answer such questions. (Gallagher 2009a, p. 248)

Despite obvious surface variations, then, it is unclear if and how Gallagher’s use
of the protentive model marks a tangible advance over existing theories like the one
proposed by Frith (1992). Given that the actions perforce unfold in time (i.e., have a
more or less natural duration proper to the act performed), there does not seem to be
any way to avoid positing sufficiently developed means of juxtaposing what a
subject intended to do/think with what was done/thought. Whether this is framed as
“metarepresentation” or “comparison,” the requirement remains. Moreover, one

8 Note that the alterity of brute encounters with the non-ego is not limited to another person (it
encompasses, among other things, ringing telephones).
9 Gallagher (2007b) often writes as if the mere fact that something is of a second-order propels it to a
conscious level amenable to introspection and declarative reporting. While some self-constitution theorists
make this same assumption (e.g., Graham and Stephens 1994; Stephens and Graham 2000), it is
unwarranted. What makes something “higher” than another is a matter of its relative logical role, not some
intrinsic psychologistic property (see Champagne 2009, pp. 558–559).
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must take care not to let deliberate inference overtake the more primitive or “covert”
(Lethin 2005) pathways which make the situation scientifically and philosophically
interesting in the first place.10 Frith and Gallagher’s models are equally satisfactory on
this score. Gallagher’s grievance that the standard explanation “makes little
phenomenological sense and is in some respects redundant or extraneous” (2000b,
p. 230) thus seems to be off the mark. The fact that a subject does not actually perform
any overt sort of “comparison” in the ongoing stream of her mental life does not tell
against the standard explanatory model developed by Frith and others—nor does it
speak in favor of Gallagher’s preferred account.11

The status of first-person reports

Given this impasse, the standard phenomenological reflex would be to recommend a
return to lived experience. According to Husserl, performing the epoché always
makes one a “beginning philosopher” ([1931] 1999, p. 30). When engaging in
attentive phenomenological description, one is required to relinquish one’s natural
tendency to impose on one’s phenomenal field a preset order concordant with one’s
worldview. As Gallagher writes: “Phenomenological approaches are characterized as
starting with experience rather than with pre-established theories” (2007b, p. 32).

Prima facie, there is no denying that certain schizophrenic pathologies seem to
undermine the traditional construal of the self. “Many patients with schizophrenia
describe passivity (delusions of control) experiences in which their thoughts, speech,
actions, feelings and drives have been replaced or influenced by those of external
agents rather than being produced by their own will” (Blakemore 2000, pp. 187–
188). Hence, from a strict phenomenological standpoint, cases of “thought insertion”
really do seem to violate the solipsist haven which has been the refuge of choice for
philosophers wary of skepticism. Of course, the fact that it merely “seems” to one
that one is the victim of some outside manipulation provides a ready escape from the
quandary—schizophrenia is, after all, regarded as a pathology (and not without good
reason). But, this facile dismissal of aberrant reports as “mere appearance”—
whatever it means—is simply not available to a theorist like Gallagher. Taking up
the broad programmatic ambitions laid down by Varela et al. (1991; see Gallagher
2006, p. 134n1), Gallagher’s work attempts to combine the methodology of
Husserlian phenomenology with the more empirically informed tools and results of
cognitive science. As he writes: “Phenomenological psychiatrists and philosophers
take the patient’s first-person narratives seriously. That is, they regard them as

10 There is definitely something to be said for the idea that “participatory sense making” (Gallagher
2009b, pp. 301–304) is a potent contributing factor. Bayne and Pacherie are correct, however, to hold that
“[a]gentive self-awareness undoubtedly contains narrative elements, but it is not narrative all the way
down” (2007, p. 489). For an account (explicitly related to the work of Bayne and Gallagher) which seeks
to explain in a principled way why narrative confabulation could never be all there is to agency, see
Champagne (forthcoming).
11 The considerations of parsimony gestured at in Gallagher’s criticism and elsewhere (2004c, p. 8) might
have conceivably adjudicated the stalemate between modular and phenomenological elucidations. By such
a standard, however, Gallagher’s recent suggestion that victims of delusions are “not necessarily mistaken”
and might in fact enter into “multiple realities” (2009a, pp. 251, 254–262) would make the former
explanatory candidate win hands down.
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reflective of the patient’s actual experiences” (Gallagher 2007b, pp. 32–33). Given
this methodological compact, the possibility of conveniently waving away
problematic testimony when it contradicts third-person models is not an option.

So, first-person reports carry quite a bit of weight in the construction of
explanatory accounts. In fact, once could say that cognitive science becomes the
handmaiden of phenomenology: since we know that this is experienced by a subject
as being thus and so, what remains for us is to expand in an informative manner on
how and why that is. While it is doubtful Gallagher himself would put things this
way, the fact remains that first-person reports are endowed with a veto power of
sorts. Indeed, the appearance/reality distinction at the heart of phenomenology
makes it basically nonsensical to deny that appearances are indeed as they appear.

Phenomenology is, in a loose sense, the study of how things seem. Yet how
things seem is bound up in deep and complex ways with how they are. It is
natural to suppose that any knowledge we have of how things are must be
based on or mediated by how they seem. But this is not obvious. For seeming
presupposes being, and in two ways. On the one hand, seeming is often, if not
always, precisely, a seeming to be; to understand a seeming as a seeming is to
understand it in relation to an actual or possible being. On the other hand,
seemings are beings; whether they turn out to be objects or properties or events
or relations, they are in any case not nothing. (Carman 2007, p. 99)

As such, it is hard to see how a cognitive scientist could suddenly step in and
proclaim that a subject was not “really” having the experiences she claimed to be
having. “Seemings” are epistemologically attractive precisely because they are
supposed to halt regresses by being manifestly as they seem. In fact, that was
Husserl’s central motivation for studying phenomena in their own right, insofar as
“we can faithfully describe the ‘appearing as appearing’ in complete evidence”
(Husserl [1913] 1982, sect. 88; see also Thomasson 2003, p. 245).

Gallagher has explicitly contrasted this approach with the “neurophilosophical”
program developed by Patricia Churchland. Following Paul Churchland (1981),
Patricia Churchland thinks folk theoretic accounts of mental life—however primitive
or misguided—indeed merit the label of “theory.” As she writes: “Scientific theories
[...] are continuous with common sense, they are common sense subjected to critical
analysis” (Churchland 2002, p. 111). However, she contends that the deliverances of
naive introspection and the folk psychology they have spawned over the centuries
can and will eventually be eliminated so as to make way for a more rigorous (i.e.,
materialist) idiom that is in conformity with what the mature nature sciences are (or
will be) telling us about the world. Gallagher opposes such a speculative
prognostication and holds that “phenomenology is ineliminable if the project is to
pursue a neurobiology of consciousness” (2007a, p. 297). What prompts his
confidence in this regard is an argument with a distinctly a priori ring to it. As he
puts it: “[M]y primary purpose is to keep the following question in the foreground:
What are we trying to explain when we try to explain consciousness or
intersubjectivity?” (Gallagher 2007a, p. 298). The reasoning here seems to be that
an explanatory scheme which departs so completely from first-person experience
that it calls into doubt the very existence of such experiences can no longer claim to
be elucidating that explanandum, since it has effectively “eliminated” the very object
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it purports to bear upon. It is not that such a theory would do nothing in the way of
scientific work—it would clearly have some merit or usefulness. But, the basic
argument put forth by Gallagher is that if a long-distance runner makes it to the
finish line only to deny that she began at the relevant starting point, she cannot be
said to have properly participated in the race—much less claim to have won it.

It is important to underscore that this criticism does not depend on showing that
neurophilosophy cannot capture some elusive phenomenal property (say, qualia).12

Rather, Gallagher’s grievance is that if, on the terms set by Churchland, the theories
eventually arrived at purport to be about conscious life, then these cannot do away
with consciousness altogether—on pain of now explaining something else (say, a
brain). So, the shortcomings of neurophilosophy—at least as Gallagher officially
articulates them—are answerable to a logical flaw inscribed in the very terms of the
endeavor, not to any positive phenomenological insight that supposedly escapes the
natural sciences.13 As far as I can see, this criticism of eliminativist programs is well
taken. But, it falls short of what is required, insofar as proving Churchland wrong
this way does nothing to motivate phenomenology as the replacement or corrective
of choice.

This underdetermination notwithstanding, Gallagher recommends that we begin
our inquiry with well-conducted phenomenological reports, since this “would
provide some essential descriptions that any theory would have to consider”
(2007a, p. 302). This is a fairly strong claim: any account of consciousness cannot
make do without phenomenological descriptions, since these provide the raw (but
purified) materials and set the end-result(s) to be achieved by theorizing. To be sure,
Gallagher often speaks of “balancing” the various approaches. He contends, for
example, that third-person explanation “makes the phenomenological description
sharper, more secure, and intersubjectively verifiable” (2007a, p. 303). But, it is not
altogether clear that first-person data could ever be modified in any way. Note that
the virtues of “sharpness” and “security” alluded by Gallagher confirm but do not
really challenge the results of phenomenological inquiry. Even though Varela (1996,
p. 343) originally spoke of a “methodology of reciprocal constraints,” Gallagher is
surprisingly unequivocal on this score: “If the phenomenology indicates that we are
not conscious of X, or that our consciousness is not X-like, but the neurological
explanation inserts X into the picture, so to speak, then the neurological explanation

12 It is worth noting that the very same argument can be marshaled—not just to criticize Churchland’s arid
ontology—but to undermine Gallagher’s onerous suggestion that schizophrenics might live in “multiple
realities” (2009a). For if one jettisons the objective gauge in comparison with which delusional states are
defined, then, by the same logic, the states in question can no longer be characterized as “delusional.”
13 To be sure, this sort of argument does lend indirect support to those, like Thomas Nagel, who insist that
“in discovering sound to be, in reality, a wave phenomenon in air or other media, we leave behind one
viewpoint to take up another, and the auditory, human or animal viewpoint that we leave behind remains
unreduced” (1974, p. 445). In fact, Gallagher has no qualms about countenancing a more challenging
metaphysical outlook, if that is what phenomenological inquiry recommends: “And if what there is
includes such things that cannot be reduced to computational processes or the subpersonal activation of
neurons, or cannot be quantified, or objectified without loss [...] then to turn away from them and to deny
their actuality is in fact being unscientific” (2007a, pp. 311–312; the same claim is made in his 2004b, p.
173). So, although strategic reasons compel Gallagher to avoid endorsing the rich ontology urged by
existential phenomenology (see Kelly and Wrathall 1996), he is definitely a fellow traveler.
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is not explaining consciousness as it is” (2007a, p. 303). Unless I am missing
something, there is no reciprocity here.

Although a number of cognitive scientists believe that first-person reports are
indispensable for their research (following Gallagher 2003), it is doubtful most
would embrace the uneven marriage of neuroscience and phenomenology just
described. Gallagher writes: “If, as neuroscientists, we are looking in the brain to
find precisely what schemas of neural activations are doing what, we need to have
some kind of precise phenomenological map of what we are conscious of in any
particular situation” (2007a, p. 303; see also his 2008, pp. 8–24). In fairness, most
neuroscientists already see themselves as drawing the very “map” alluded to by
Gallagher and would probably scoff at the idea that their job as experimenters
consists in filling out the details left to them by philosophers adept at the art of
introspection.14 Moreover, one could argue that the scientific community often
gauges the significance of a discovery—not by how well it confirms first-person
experience—but by how profoundly it calls into doubt our common sense
conceptions. Such a challenge is not at all taken to be a telltale sign that one has
strayed from the evidence—on the contrary, it is frequently glossed as an indicator of
profundity (instance the counter-intuitive “mysteries” of quantum mechanics, which
are revered as much for their queerness as for their predictive power). Hence,
without dwelling on details pertaining to the sociology of actual scientific practice, it
might be said that Gallagher’s (1997) picture of a “mutual enlightenment” between
the cognitive sciences and phenomenology is predicated on a questionable view of
how disciplinary identities are constituted and institutionally reproduced.

Coming full circle

Most phenomenologists striving for reconciliation with the natural sciences recognize
that compromises and adjustments are required on both sides. Gallagher and Varela
acknowledge that “[t]here are many thinkers well versed in the Husserlian tradition who
are not willing to consider the validity of a naturalistic science of mind” (2001, p. 17).15

Contemporary advocates of a rapprochement are indeed correct to remark that
“[p]henomenology will have to overcome its phobic tendencies and enter into a
critical dialogue with analytical philosophy, cognitive science, and the behavioral
sciences” (Parnas and Zahavi 2000, p. 12). Yet, notice how the reluctance alluded to is
characterized respectively as a “lack of willingness” and “phobia”—and not any
intrinsic methodological or metaphysical incompatibility. Alan Murray—a vocal
proponent of the naturalization of phenomenology—states for example that “it is not

14 Parnas is bolder still: “Only continental phenomenology, despite its internal divisions and
terminological difficulties, offers a well-developed methodology for studying first-person experience”
(2000, p. 119).
15 Even though he also championed a bridging of disciplines (see Dreyfus and Hall 1982), Hubert
Dreyfus’ better-known work (e.g., his 1979) remains a good example of how not to construe the relation
between phenomenology and the cognitive sciences, according to Gallagher: “[W]hen phenomenologists
have seriously engaged the project of the cognitive sciences, rather than pursuing a positive
rapprochement with this project, they have been satisfied in drawing critical lines that identify its
limitations” (Gallagher and Varela 2001, p. 17).
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phenomenology as such which is ‘irreconcilable with the contemporary sciences of
cognition,’ but the attitudes of phenomenologists” (2002, p. 45).

Although there is certainly a grain of truth in the various accusations of “bad faith,” it
is unclear how a concerted shift in attitude alone could resolve the tangible tensions that
exist between first-person and third-person approaches—tensions which, it should be
remembered, have been prominent in the West’s intellectual history far before anyone
ever thought of articulating inquiries like “phenomenology” and “cognitive science.”
Indeed, as was seen in the previous section, the problems nested in Gallagher’s hybrid
methodology do not stem merely from a phobic Puritanism on the part of the various
theorists involved. Even with an abundance of good will and ingenuity, the attempt to
reconcile first-person phenomenology and third-person science remains riddled with
difficulties, both substantive and methodological. What impact does this have, then, on
the claim that the phenomenon of thought insertion might pose a serious challenge to the
Cartesian immunity principle?

The denouement of Gallagher’s multifaceted foray into that momentous
philosophic possibility is not at all what one would expect. Given the amount of
effort spent on meticulously analyzing existing accounts of schizophrenia, it is
somewhat shocking that, when all is said and done, Gallagher openly concedes that
the attempt to falsify the Cartesian conception of the self by means of clinical
psychology and phenomenology ultimately could never have succeeded. He says as
much at the close of a lengthy study:

There is good reason to believe that the immunity principle remains intact even
in cases of inserted thoughts. When the schizophrenic reports that certain
thoughts are not his thoughts, that someone else is generating these thoughts,
he is also indicating that these thoughts are being manifested, not “over there”
in someone else’s head, but within his own stream of consciousness, a stream
of consciousness for which he claims ownership. In other words, his complaint
with regard to inserted thoughts is not that he is suddenly telepathic, but that
someone else has invaded his own mind. [...] He is experiencing thoughts that
seem to be generated by others. His phenomenology is this: he has a sense of
ownership for the stream of consciousness which is impossible to misidentify
(and is, in fact, in no need of identification, since it is his own), but into which
are inserted thoughts for which he has no sense of agency. His judgement that
it is he who is being subjected to these thoughts is immune to error through
misidentification, even if he is completely wrong about who is causing his
thoughts. In the latter case, with respect to agency, he is in a position to make
only statements in which he uses the first person pronoun as object—and in
such cases the immunity principle is not at stake, and therefore cannot be
violated. (Gallagher 2000b, pp. 230–231)

There is an important sense in which this statement could have been made prior to
and independently of any empirical and/or introspective data. Gallagher is forced to
concede that the schizophrenic subject “has a sense of ownership for the stream of
consciousness which is impossible to misidentify” (2000b, p. 231; emphasis added).
This impossibility is underwritten by (conveniently undefined) a priori constraints.
Hence, whereas Campbell holds that “[i]t is easy but mistaken to represent the patient
as saying something which is straightforwardly self-contradictory” (1999b, p. 620),
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that characterization cannot so easily be dismissed. For while “it is plausible to think
that thoughts are not identified uniquely on the basis of their propositional content, but
also on the basis of the attitude that the subject has towards that content” (Bortolotti
and Broome 2009, p. 221), not all reasons given by a person are good reasons—
whatever the degree of endorsement (or lack thereof). In the final analysis, then,
logical considerations play a decisive role in determining how best to characterize the
situation. In fact, Gallagher’s statement that the schizophrenic’s “judgement that it is
he who is being subjected to these thoughts is immune to error through
misidentification, even if he is completely wrong about who is causing his thoughts”
(2000b, p. 231) is an almost verbatim summation of the famous argument deployed by
Descartes in the Meditations ([1642] 1984).

Hence, far from calling into question the Cartesian account of the self’s immunity,
I submit that the investigations into thought insertion carried out by Gallagher
provide a further confirmation of that philosophic viewpoint’s overall rectitude by
showing that even those afflicted patients whose sense of agency is radically
disconnected are minimally compelled to take those dislocated episodes as their
own.16 Going back to the handy characterization introduced earlier, we can say that
in the very act of reporting a given experience, a patient must (logically if not
verbally) tag an infallible “I think that...” before every content—even when what
falls under that functor yields “I think that [someone else thinks that]...” In other
words, Cartesian “thought insertion” trumps schizophrenic thought insertion.

This does not mean that schizophrenics plagued by thought insertion could ever
chase away their affliction by rehearsing canonical anti-skeptical arguments.17 True,
Descartes’ narrator briefly contemplates the possibility that he may be mad ([1642]
1984, p. 13). But, “[t]he task [Descartes] sets for himself in the Meditations is not
to discover how a madman can find a foundation for the sciences” (Frankfurt 1970,
p. 38). Likewise, I proffer no remedy; my point has been philosophical, not
clinical. Whatever one makes of that status, it has the merit of responding to its
rival in kind, insofar as theorists who toy with the idea that the immunity principle
may not be impervious to counterexamples do not intend by this that healthy
individuals might also not know “who” is thinking their thoughts (although
insinuations of such a slide arguably drive much of the interest).

16 A widespread distinction proposed by Campbell (1999a; 2002) and taken up by Gallagher might lead
some to reply that the immunity to error pertains only to “sense of agency,” not “sense of ownership.”
Bortolotti and Broome (2009) have recently adduced reasons for dismissing this gloss, and their criticisms
definitely merit attention in their own right (although one might question whether it is truly an advance to
swap the spatial analogy of ownership for a “legal” one). But, the present context does not even require
that one take a stand on the ownership/agency distinction. Since the starting claim (enunciated by
Campbell and entertained by Gallagher) pertained to immunity to error through misidentification as such,
it suffices to show that ownership falls under that Cartesian thesis to show that the claim of falsification is
itself falsified.
17 Note that it is not the “Cogito ergo sum”—the idea that one could somehow deduce the existence of
reality from the prior certainty of one’s consciousness—that still stands. Rather, it is the (more limited)
present-tense immunity to error through misidentification relative to the first-person pronoun that still
stands. Both tenets admittedly originate in Descartes (Shoemaker 1968, p. 559); but nothing I have said in
this paper supports grand speculations about substance dualism, wide-scale deception, Godly benevolence,
pineal glands, mechanistic animals, and the like.
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Conclusion

Sweeping generalizations are handicapped by their very scope, as they stand open to
defeat by a single contrary piece of evidence. With this in mind, a challenging
naturalistic claim has been made: certain case studies in psychiatry suggest that the
border which separates self from other is not as impermeable as philosophers have
usually taken it to be, since “[a] patient who supposes that thoughts have been
inserted into his mind by someone else is right about which thoughts they are, but
wrong about whose thoughts they are” (Campbell 1999b, pp. 609–610; emphasis
added). In such instances, we have an apparent transgression of those concentric
rings of selfhood famously described by William James ([1890] 2007, pp. 291–305).
Divorcing a limb is disturbing enough; but to the extent this sort of pathological
breakdown begins to imperil the privileged epicenter where the ego is said to lie, the
predicament potentially becomes philosophically troubling as well. I have followed
Shaun Gallagher’s sustained engagement with this remarkable contention. After
surveying the phenomenological effects of visuo-motor coordination, looking at
competing proposals about how best to frame the experience of temporal
anticipation, and addressing the contested status of first-person reports in cognitive
scientific inquiry, the end-result of my endeavor is surprisingly plain: the claim that
the Cartesian immunity to error principle has been falsified by the phenomenon of
schizophrenic thought insertion simply does not bear out.

I must confess that coming to Descartes’ defense—even indirectly, by way of this
double-negation—is an uncomfortable role for me to play. Still, the immunity principle
is big game, and having carefully reviewed the data and its various theoretical
interpretations, I see no convincing reason to think pathology could ever knock it off.
When Gallagher concedes that “There is good reason to believe that the immunity
principle remains intact even in cases of inserted thoughts” (2000b, p. 230), the “good
reason” in question comes from neither phenomenology nor the cognitive sciences. At
the risk of curbing the ambitions of an otherwise legitimate research program, this
realization’s armchair pedigree needs to be made explicit and given its due. To be sure,
Descartes’ success on this particular day does not gainsay Gallagher’s impressive
multidisciplinary fact-gathering. But, the unsubstantiated intimation of a naturalist
counterexample to the traditional boundary between self and other makes Gallagher’s
claim to “productivity” sound rather hollow.

So, what does this say about the attempt to conjoin first-person and third-
person approaches to address philosophical debates—about the often fractious
negotiation between results of experimental science, insights arrived at by
phenomenological description, and conclusions supported by impersonal logic?
Murray observes that philosophers “are unlikely to sacrifice beliefs which are,
after all, extremely flattering and which, for a long time now, have formed such
an important part of their sense of identity” (2002, p. 45). That observation is no
doubt true (and if so, it applies not just to philosophy). Still, whatever misgivings
one may have about purely rational argumentation, the fact that Gallagher has
returned from a lengthy exploration without fruit might lead one to reconsider in a
more charitable light Ryle’s statement that “One will never say that so and so is a
better philosopher than so and so because so and so knows facts of which the other
is ignorant.”
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Abstract

In an effort to carve a distinct place for social facts without lapsing into a 
holistic ontology, John Greenwood has sought to define social phenomena 
solely in terms of the attitudes held by the actor(s) in question. I argue that his 
proposal allows for the possibility of a “lone collectivity” that is (1) unpalatable 
in its own right and (2) incompatible with the claim that sociology is autono-
mous from psychology.  As such, I conclude that the relevant beliefs need to be 
held by more than one person.
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Conventional wisdom has it that one is just plain being alone, two is com-
pany, and three is a crowd. John Greenwood, however, has advanced philo-
sophical considerations that call into question this seemingly obvious folk 
tenet. Greenwood seeks to articulate “a tentative answer to a question histori-
cally associated with [Émile] Durkheim, namely, what is, or are, the ‘distinc-
tive characteristic(s)’ of social phenomena, or ‘social facts?’” (2003, 93). 
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Whereas Durkheim ([1895] 1990, 50-59) originally argued for the reality of 
social facts mainly by highlighting their causal efficacy and independence 
from any given individual’s will, Greenwood builds on the work of Margaret 
Gilbert (1992) and suggests that “a belief is a social belief if and only if it is 
held by an individual because and on condition that other members of a social 
group are represented as holding that (or another) belief” (Greenwood 2003, 
95; see also his 1989). Although Greenwood praises Durkheim for insisting 
that “many social forms of cognition, emotion and behavior . . . are not social 
because they are imitated. Rather, they are imitated because they are social” 
(Greenwood 2003, 98), he is palpably uncomfortable with the circularity at 
hand. In Greenwood’s estimate, “one virtue of Gilbert’s work is that it gives 
such notions analytic respectability” (1991, 223).

What I want to do in this article is unpack an unforeseen ramification of 
Greenwood’s proposal. I try to show that, without a further requirement that 
the relevant belief(s) be held by more than one individual, Greenwood’s 
criterion opens up counterintuitive possibilities about “lone collectivity” 
most would deem unacceptable. Accordingly, I conclude that Greenwood 
cannot hold fast to his belief-based account without relinquishing the autonomy 
of sociology from (cognitive) psychology and that, as a result, a choice in 
commitments is called for.

Delimiting the Social
The idea of the “social” is typically defined in contradistinction with the 
“natural.” It may therefore appear as something of an oddity that the philo-
sophical underpinnings of sociology as a discipline originally consisted in 
highlighting how conventional mores can impinge on individuals with the 
same (mind-independent) force as brute causal events. Durkheim wrote, 
“When I perform my duties as a brother, a husband or a citizen and carry out 
the commitments I have entered into, I fulfil obligations which are defined in 
law and custom and which are external to myself and my actions” ([1895] 
1990, 50; emphasis added). Alluding to this feature is both conducive and 
nonconducive to securing a robust foundation for sociology. It is conducive in 
that it shows social facts to have a hardcore reality that can be readily experi-
enced by subjects, much in the same manner that the natural sciences expose 
observers and/or instruments to external happenings to verify that their theo-
ries indeed bear on the world. Durkheim rightly observes, “If I attempt to 
violate the rules of law [these coercive powers] react against me so as to 
forestall my action” ([1895] 1990, 51). In this sense, someone who doubts the 
causal efficacy of society as an entity can test its existence by challenging its 
norms and seeing what ensues.
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This would seem to speak in favor of the distinct ontological status of 
social facts. Underscoring this kinship, however, effectively undermines the 
idea that such facts are distinct from natural ones. Consider a sheriff’s hand 
as it imposes the law on a criminal. Why should this forceful intervention 
from without the purview of one’s agentive control be regarded as any differ-
ent from, say, a rolling stone falling on one? After all, the vectors involved in 
both cases are on a par, qua forces with direction. What, then, could license 
the philosophical claim that physics is somehow ill-equipped to study one of 
them? The more we play up the causal efficacy of social facts, the more we 
invite the reductionist retort that they can and ought to be assimilated to the 
remainder of the more straightforward natural world. Such a perspective 
hardly motivates the need for a distinct methodology. In a sense, the insis-
tence on factuality succeeds in showing that social facts deserve attention—
but not that social facts deserve attention in their own right.

This leads Greenwood to conclude that “externality and causal influence 
. . . are not properties that distinguish social phenomena from non-social 
phenomena,” since these traits are shared by “Golgi bodies, hydrochloric 
acids, ball bearings, and electromagnetic fields” (2003, 94). Unlike Durkheim, 
who had hoped that highlighting a kinship with efficient causation would 
result in a transfer of ontological legitimacy profiting social phenomena, 
Greenwood glosses this affinity as a conflation that obscures more than it 
reveals. From an exegetic standpoint, Greenwood (2004, 74-76) thinks that, 
despite his rhetoric to the contrary, Durkheim was not really committed to the 
autonomy of sociology with respect to psychology (I do not engage with this 
heterodox reading). Distancing himself from a holistic ontology that would 
countenance “supra-individuals ‘over and above’ the individuals who com-
pose them,” Greenwood (2003, 95) thus turns to the less contentious notion 
of belief to articulate a more focused definition of the social.

Following Margaret Gilbert (1992), Greenwood (1989; 2003) suggests 
that it is both necessary and sufficient that a belief be regarded by its holder 
(rightly or wrongly) as shared by other members of some group to count as 
a social belief. This introduces a new level of sophistication in the categori-
zation of social kinds. Specifically, it now requires that a researcher inquire 
into the metacognitive states of the individuals composing a given group. 
Not only must an agent have a certain belief, but she must also have at least 
one further belief about that belief. It is at this second-order level, Greenwood 
argues, that we encounter the essential “mark” of the social. In the final 
analysis, then, the ontological site of sociality is the (individual) psyche, 
thus sparing Greenwood from holism.

Unlike Gilbert and other theorists of joint action, Greenwood is not trying 
to provide an explanation of coordinated behavior within groups. While 
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Greenwood’s account can certainly be extended to include some cooperative 
(as well as some competitive) behavior, this is not the primary focus of his 
account, which is to explicate the social orientation of many beliefs, attitudes, 
and behavior to the represented beliefs, attitudes, and behavior of members of 
social groups. For Greenwood, the critical distinction is between beliefs or 
attitudes held socially—beliefs or attitudes held because and on condition that 
members of social groups are represented as holding these beliefs or attitudes—
and beliefs or attitudes held individually, for reasons or causes independent of 
whether any members of social groups are represented as holding these beliefs 
or attitudes. Thus, using Greenwood’s example, a Catholic’s belief that abor-
tion is wrong is a social belief if it is held because and on condition that other 
Catholics are represented as holding this belief. In contrast, a Catholic’s belief 
that abortion is wrong is an individual belief if it is held for reasons or causes 
independent of whether any other Catholics or members of any other group 
are represented as holding this belief (if, for example, the individual has 
accepted rational arguments or evidence for this belief or has unthinkingly 
acquired it as a child). Absent this orientation toward others, Greenwood con-
tends that the beliefs or attitudes shared by a population of individuals (or even 
by a social group) are not social beliefs.

An Unacceptable Consequence
A couple of methodological consequences follow from Greenwood’s crite-
rion—some good, some not so good. First, social groups are not to be 
carved by discerning patterns that emerge from aggregate behavior (e.g., 
Pettit 2009). Rather, the practice of reason giving becomes paramount: for 
one to properly delimit the social, there has to be a working assumption that, 
in principle, a person could adduce some rationale for doing/thinking what 
she does/think. Minimally, the narrative envisaged must be intelligible 
enough to convey something along the lines that “I do/think this because 
they do/think it too”—the specific placeholders being filled according to 
circumstance. As Greenwood remarks, this perspective has the benefit of 
disburdening one from commitment to any substantive content(s): “On this 
account, social beliefs and attitudes are not restricted in any way by their 
contents or objects: they can have any content whatsoever, so long as the 
belief or attitude is held socially” (2003, 96-97). Occult posits are also 
nicely avoided, being supplanted by a far less controversial appeal to indi-
vidual mental states, which now assume the entire explanatory burden. In a 
sense, the actors alone become the guarantors of the social realm, tracing its 
outline on account of their second-order beliefs and attitudes.
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From an epistemological standpoint, this raises the question of how best 
to individuate the relevant second-order mental states. Is it simply a matter 
of recording prompted introspective reports, or should we introduce differ-
ent (say, behavioral) criteria capable of rendering a verdict even where no 
such reports are available? If we adopt the latter approach and if, moreover, 
introspective narratives are available, how are we to adjudicate conflicting 
evidence (Føllesdal 1982, 310)? The tension between first- and third-person 
perspectives is of course not unique to the philosophy of the social sciences, 
and one should not expect a satisfactory account to solve the more persistent 
problems of Western epistemology. Still, there is a long-standing tradition of 
antipsychologism in sociology and philosophy that gives short shrift to data 
acquired by means of first-person introspection. Kirk Ludwig, for example, 
has recently argued that a satisfactory account of “joint intentional action 
does not require any special attention to mutual beliefs, or any robust belief 
requirement at all” (2007, 387). Despite sharing Ludwig’s general distrust of 
holistic explanations, Greenwood advocates the exact opposite. Indeed, 
Greenwood is committed to defining a set of specific criteria that a social 
agent’s beliefs must meet. Hence, while Ludwig is prompted by the seman-
tics of action sentences to maintain that “it is not required that members of a 
group even believe that others will play their parts in a joint action” (387), 
Greenwood thinks that belief in joint action has an important—indeed 
defining—role to play in delimiting the social. The question becomes, then, 
whether Greenwood’s reliance on personal beliefs to define sociality com-
pels him to mend this rift between sociology and psychology.

In a way, a shift away from purely behavioral/functional description is 
already present in Greenwood’s choice of terminology, insofar as the notion 
of “belief” is beholden to a cognitivist paradigm (Greenwood 1999). The 
centrality of the first-person vantage in Greenwood’s definition of the social 
becomes manifest when we consider his controversial contention that, 
despite involving a victim, an ordinary act of rape does not count as social, 
since the rapist presumably does not engage in that action “because and on 
condition that other members of a social group are represented as engaging 
in such behaviors in similar circumstances” (2003, 98-99). If, however, the 
attitude and motive of the actor suddenly change, then so does the status of 
the act. Pursuant with this idea, Greenwood suggests that “an interpersonal 
act of aggression or rape is also a social behavior when it is an instance of 
‘gang warfare’ or ‘gang rape’” (99).

Yet, if the true determinant of the event’s classification as “social” is a 
belief and the collective aspect of gang rape is merely an incidental outgrowth 
of this psychological state, then the act of a rapist who would confess that he 
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acted the way he did because he was once identified as a rapist in a psychiatric 
test (e.g., “That’s what we rapists do”) would suddenly qualify as “social” in 
the sense promoted by Greenwood—and this, without there being any actual 
confederates (at the scene or anywhere else on the planet). I think this is 
unacceptable/incoherent.

Greenwood writes that “social forms of cognition, emotion, and behavior 
do not entail the existence of social groups, although as a matter of fact they 
are generally causally tied to them” (2003, 102). I admit that I have a hard 
time making sense of this claim. If “as a matter of fact” siblings are causally 
tied to one another, does not the existence of one “entail” the existence of the 
other? Greenwood of course qualifies the causal link by saying that social 
forms of cognition are “generally” tied to the actual existence of social 
groups. I am concerned with whether the cases that escape this supposed 
trend make any sense.

Since Greenwood maintains that beliefs, attitudes, and actions can be 
engaged in socially as well as individually (as defined above), he believes 
that social psychology forms an integral component of both psychology and 
sociology and indeed serves as an essential bridge between psychology and 
sociology (Greenwood 2004). So his distinction between socially versus 
individually engaged beliefs and attitudes is orthogonal to the distinction 
between doing things in the absence or presence of other persons (essen-
tially the difference between social psychology and “crowd psychology”). If 
we construe the presence of persons in a narrow way as immediate proximity, 
I do not dispute that they can be dispensed with. After all, it is untendentious 
that social beliefs can exist without fellow believers literally surrounding 
one (e.g., solitary genuflection in an empty place of worship). My concern is 
whether Greenwood’s account can survive if, contrary to the “general” ten-
dency, no causal ties whatsoever obtain such that no fellow believer was 
ever present elsewhere. It seems to me that, under such circumstances, it 
would be confused to label the relevant belief “social.” Hence, I argue that 
causal ties between agents do not “generally” accompany social beliefs; 
rather, they must accompany such beliefs.

Of course, the transitive chain causally uniting fellow believers does not 
have to be as blunt as standing in the very room. The dominoes can trace a 
complex path, and one could even relax the causal requirement so that dis-
course can act as an efficacious conveyor. Going back to the previous exam-
ple, one could argue, following Popper (1957, 14-16) and Hacking (1986), 
that a person simply would never entertain a thought to the effect that he is “a 
rapist” without the concept being minimally coined and/or held by someone 
else at some time. The very self-identification linking an individual to an 
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explicit personality type seems to ensure the existence of other like-minded 
people, since “human beings are agents who act according to descriptions 
and therefore their courses of action and nature depend on the available 
descriptions” (Martínez 2009, 217). I think this is basically right. If so, then 
the intersubjective provenance of the relevant concepts/categorizations 
would need to be written into the theory. As things stand, no such story is 
offered by Greenwood (despite the fact that his philosophy may well have the 
resources to say something informative in this regard; see Greenwood 1994, 
39-40). Hence, his extant account of the social allows for the troublesome 
possibility of “lone gang rape” I have just sketched.

One could reply on Greenwood’s behalf that the possibility that some 
individuals can orient their beliefs to the represented beliefs and behavior of 
members of a social group without there being any members of that group is 
a simple consequence of the fact that an individual can misrepresent the 
beliefs that a population shares. No doubt this is rare, but there would seem 
to be real-life examples, which Greenwood cites: the Bennington students 
who oriented their attitudes to what they falsely believed were those of the 
(very secretive) elite group at the college and rookie members of combat 
groups who oriented their attitudes to what they falsely believed were the 
macho attitudes of the members of elite combat groups. However, none of 
these cases gainsay my basic criticism, insofar as the use of the plural and 
the existence of the poorly emulated targets (at some place, at some time) 
shows that, while students and soldiers can err in their attempt to conform to 
their peers, such errors are parasitic on the factual existence of other like-
minded persons (otherwise, their conduct would not count as erroneous). If 
Greenwood’s contribution consists merely in factoring the fallibility of mind 
reading into the mix, then it borders on the trivial and can be appropriated by 
any party in the holism/individualism debate.

On the Need for Real Others
Social facts are seemingly paradoxical in being at once real yet dependent on 
human minds for their very existence (Jarvie 1972, 152-154; Searle 1997). 
Greenwood’s criterion adds an interesting twist to this (already puzzling) situ-
ation, since on his view it is ultimately the manner in which one holds a belief 
that determines whether the belief in question qualifies as social. Now, 
Greenwood recognizes that “these characterizations might appear to be objec-
tionably circular, since social forms of cognition, emotion and behavior are 
characterized by reference to social groups, and social groups are themselves 
characterized in terms of shared social forms of cognition, emotion and 
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behavior” (2003, 101). In an effort to disentangle himself from this accusa-
tion, Greenwood adopts a deflationary stance and quotes Georg Simmel to the 
effect that “the consciousness of constituting with the others a unity is actually 
all there is to that unity” (1959, 338; see Guala 2010).

This appeal misses the mark, though. It is invoked to show that bootstrap-
ping is all there is to social phenomena, such that identifying the presence of 
(on this view, benign) circular reasoning cannot be held as a reproach against 
such phenomena. Fair enough. But to the extent that belief in unity indeed 
constitutes unity, Greenwood is no longer entitled to hold that “it is strictly 
immaterial whether members of the represented population do in fact hold 
or engage in the relevant form of cognition, emotion or behavior” (2003, 
102). There is no doubt that a given member of a social group can severely 
misrepresent the actual reasons underwriting the cohesion of that group. An 
individual may think, for example, that others are like her in coming for the 
coffee and doughnuts, when in fact they have come to mourn the deceased. 
Given this discrepancy in the beliefs held, are they a group of moochers—
or mourners? A tenable account of the social must attend to this nontrivial 
misalignment in commitments, since it has the power to cash out in concrete 
situations. If the moocher’s motivations were somehow revealed at the 
funeral, who would be ousted as inappropriate? One may stand by one’s 
convictions in the face of adversity and dissent. However, on pain of self-
contradiction, an exposed pariah cannot declare to all in attendance that it is 
they who are wrong in their motives whilst holding fast to her erstwhile 
belief that she is engaging in a collective activity.

Since reason holding is made explicit in reason giving (Brandom 1998), I 
argue that public disclosure of one’s second-order beliefs for doing such and 
such must survive some sort of extrapersonal approval or recognition for a 
social belief to truly deserve the label. Simmel’s line about the constitution of 
unity might thus be more profitably read in a “contractualist” key. Not inci-
dentally, Gilbert’s nonholistic construal of the social, which Greenwood 
draws much inspiration and theoretical guidance from, originally sprang 
from a study of David Lewis’s (1969) work on convention, which Lewis con-
ceived as “practices established within coordination problem situations” 
(Gilbert 1981, 41).

Consider the prisoner’s dilemma. In this scenario, the game-theoretic rea-
soning of a given player is typically expressed by a belief that “I will do this 
because she will do this”—the symmetry in the players’ situations binding 
their beliefs like interlocking rings. Margaret Gilbert exploited this structure 
precisely because it does not require one to countenance some third supraindi-
vidual agency. Such a scenario nevertheless requires that, at minimum, “two 
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or more agents are involved” (Gilbert 1990, 1), even if one of the players is 
being fed misinformation by another party. A similar clause does not figure 
anywhere in Greenwood’s proposal. Accordingly, his delimitation of the social 
allows for the whole dynamic to unfold where only a single agent is involved. 
Short of introducing appropriate qualifications, I submit that this is an unac-
ceptable consequence. Referentially opaque belief in joint action (i.e., the kind 
one is never wrong about) is too permissive and must be indexed to some 
factual measure of joint action, on pain of letting infallible first-person mental 
states possibly mark out noncollective “collective” phenomena.

With an additional coordination or “triangulation” (Davidson 2001) crite-
rion in place, if at least one other person comes to the funeral for coffee and 
doughnuts, they will form a deviant social group—but a social group none-
theless (the case of religious genuflection happens to meet this demand). If, 
however, we do not require at least one other person to partake in the rele-
vant belief(s), we will be methodologically bound to study whatever delu-
sions Robinson Crusoe might entertain, simply on account of his mistaken 
surmise that that would be the “English” thing to do. Such a first-person 
belief is certainly psychological fair game; but it hardly seems germane to 
sociological inquiry.

Conclusion
Expanding on Gilbert’s notion of “plural subjecthood” (1992, 408), John 
Greenwood writes that members of bona fide social groups “conceive of 
their joint actions as ‘our’ action” and that “aggregates of individuals are 
constituted as social collectives by this very special conception by members 
of their relationships and interpersonal commitments” (1991, 222-23). On 
this view, it is a personal conception—not an impersonal fact or pattern—
that distinguishes haphazard human collectives from those that answer to a 
truly “social” rationale. The case of the “lone social actor,” however, brings 
to the fore an unattractive consequence of letting so much hang on second-
order mental states.

One could of course bite the bullet and accept that such cases fall within 
the ambit of sociology. The issue, then, is whether it is consistent for 
Greenwood to hold that (1) what makes something “social” is nothing but a 
person’s beliefs and (2) the social sciences are autonomous from (and irre-
ducible to) psychology. Greenwood’s demand that one represent others as 
doing or believing such and such is the cornerstone of his proposal, and it is 
hard to see what would remain were one to discard it. Still, since he wants to 
retain (2), I have argued that (1) needs to be either discarded or qualified.
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To be sure, if one is to be nondogmatic in the search for reflective equi-
librium, relinquishing the claim of disciplinary autonomy expressed in the-
sis (2) has to be a live option. Greenwood would not necessarily be closed to 
this, since he has voiced suspicions that “there may be good grounds for 
abandoning some of these disciplinary divisions and talking instead about 
human science or the science of persons” (1991, 225). While such an ecu-
menical spirit may be dominant at present (Marchionni 2008), one must not 
lose sight of the fact that blurring a boundary has repercussions for both 
fields adjacent to that boundary. What I recommend, then, is a hybrid first- 
and third-person delimitation of the social—adding externalism that spills 
outside the first-person vantage so as to ensure that Greenwood’s interpreta-
tion does not collapse Gilbert’s promising game-theoretic insight into an 
implausible psychologism.

I might note in closing that this amendment makes no concession to 
holism: requiring a minimum of two individuals to hold a belief is still an 
individualist move, insofar as asking for “more of the same” does not com-
mit one to countenancing something “more” ontologically (it is perfectly 
okay, for instance, for a materialist to complain that she needs a certain 
quantity of matter to satisfactorily account for a given phenomenon). Those 
persons need to be related in some causal way for their belief(s) to be truly 
shared, and although I have opted not to pursue any positive alternative, I 
suspect that tracking the availability of a given categorization (or “meme”) 
might do the trick. In any event, if my diagnosis is correct and “one” is in 
fact being “alone,” Greenwood might revise his assessment that “social sci-
ences such as sociology and social psychology have suffered as scientific 
disciplines precisely because . . . many have tended to follow Durkheim’s 
illustrative example of a crowd” (1991, 222).
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Choosing between the long and short
informational routes to psychological
explanation

Marc Champagne

Following recent work by Don Ross (Ross, 2000; Ross & Spurrett, 2004), I contrast the
influential theories of Daniel Dennett and Paul Churchland in information-theoretic
terms. Dennett makes much of the fact that the morphological shorthand which emerges

before a witness as she looks upon cohesive aggregates of matter commands some measure
of predictive power. This, for him, speaks against eliminating recourse to an intentional

vocabulary. By contrast, the eliminative materialism defended by Churchland does not
gloss such informational compressibility as an explanatory desideratum, and thus

regards the informational noise which accrues at higher levels of description as patently
unacceptable. Yet, since it is unlikely, as Ross, Ladyman, and Collier (2007) have

recently suggested, that anything remains once we subtract the appeal to patterns, I argue
that the ubiquity of informational compression in scientific explanation seriously

undermines the claim that talk of the mental could be eliminated.

Keywords: Churchland; Dennett; Intentionality; Patterns

1. Introduction

Daniel Dennett and Paul Churchland disagree about whether intentional talk is

dispensable. Most studies, however, have tended to gloss this as a straightforward

disagreement over the ontology of the mental as such. Upon further scrutiny, though,

we find that the situation is more subtle, especially when we consider Dennett’s

(2006) rejection of qualia and promotion of empirical science—features wholly

consonant with Churchland’s (2005) position. Following recent work by Don Ross

(Ross, 2000; Ross & Spurrett, 2004), then, I want to flesh out the specific differences

at play in information-theoretic terms, an avenue that sheds more light on the

tangible issues involved.
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Dennett makes much of the fact that the morphological shorthand which emerges

before a witness as she looks upon cohesive aggregates of matter commands some

measure of predictive power. This, for him, speaks against the prospect of ever

eliminating recourse to an intentional vocabulary. However, to the extent the

eliminative materialism defended by Churchland stays true to its central commit-

ments, it cannot gloss such informational compressibility as an explanatory

desideratum, and must regard the informational noise which accrues at higher

levels of description as patently unacceptable. Yet, since it is unlikely, as Ross,

Ladyman, and Collier (2007) suggest, that anything would remain were we to ban the

appeal to patterns, I argue that the ubiquity of informational compression in

scientific explanation generally shifts the argumentative balance in favor of Dennett’s

views.

I will defend this conclusion in a three-step fashion, with sharp turns at each step. I

will begin by giving a neutral account of Dennett’s views (section 2). I will then

articulate a critique of those views that is consistent with Churchland’s philosophy of

mind (section 3). Finally, calling on recent work in the philosophy of natural science,

I will attempt to vindicate the starting position by showing how implausible the

eliminativist critique really is (section 4).

2. Two Routes

Dennett regards the ascription of motives and beliefs as a heuristic device which is

nevertheless objective, in that we can robustly gauge whether it renders its predictive

service. As he puts it: ‘‘the decision to adopt the intentional stance is free, but the

facts about the success or failure of the stance, were one to adopt it, are perfectly

objective’’ (1987, p. 24). But, given that Dennett stresses that advantageous

concordance with folk-psychological expectations is ‘‘all there is’’ to having beliefs

(1987, p. 29), one might ask what warrants his use of the label ‘‘objectivity.’’ In

fairness, the term usually means more than the determinate assessability of an idea’s

efficacy (Robinson, 1995). Rightly or wrongly, then, the strangeness implicit in

Dennett’s talk of ‘‘stances’’ has been perceived as a major weakness for his account of

mind—a disingenuous cop-out that effectively dodges the thorny ontological issues it

raises. As Fodor cynically remarks, ‘‘the great virtue of instrumentalism . . . is that you

get all the goodness and suffer none of the pain’’ (1990, p. 6). ‘‘Real patterns’’

(Dennett, 1991) represents Dennett’s attempt to meet this challenge head on,

recasting his position so that it turns less prominently on considerations of

instrumental utility and more on concerns for material adequacy.

Dennett presents a battery of examples in support of his view, so it will be useful to

latch onto the one that brings out most clearly the contrast with eliminative

materialism I want to exploit, to wit, the celebrated ‘‘Game of Life’’ setting. The

general idea, to recap, is that a primitive set of axioms or ‘‘rules’’ deployed on a two-

dimensional grid of cells can give rise to more or less cohesive patterns which a third-

party observer could categorize with some regularity. As Dennett emphasizes, the
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sundry morphological types which emerge before a witness command some measure

of predictive power. If one has ascended to a level of description sufficiently abstract

for the relative salience of a pattern to be a reliable tracker of ‘‘pseudo’’ agency,

then one can tell, for instance, that a ‘‘glider’’ is about to fall prey to an incoming

‘‘eater.’’ According to Ross’ (2000, p. 161) systematic reconstruction of Dennett’s (by

design, cryptic) remarks, a pattern is real if it meets the following two conditions:

(1) It is projectible under at least one physically possible perspective, and
(2) It encodes information about at least one structure of events or entities S where

that encoding is more efficient, in information-theoretic terms, than the bit-
map encoding of S, and where for at least one of the physically possible
perspectives under which the pattern is projectable, there exists an aspect of S
that cannot be tracked unless the encoding is recovered from the perspective in
question.

Of crucial importance here is the epistemological shift which occurs when one

adopts a macroscopic ‘‘intentional stance.’’ There is, on the one hand, a base level

where all one countenances are the cell pixels themselves, considered as immanent

particulars. Since there is a one-to-one correspondence between a viewer’s

representations and the discrete cells that are either ‘‘on’’ or ‘‘off,’’ the

information-theoretic depiction is appropriately called a ‘‘bit-map’’ (literally, a

‘‘map of binary digits’’). This robustly charts an area with a degree of accuracy
proportionate to the number of divided squares. Given an exhaustive statement of

the initial conditions of the game—that is, of the (finite) rules and starting positions

of the (finite) pieces on the grid—one could thus in principle deduce (in Laplace-like

fashion) the various positions these will occupy on the board as the discrete volleys of

moves or ‘‘ticks’’ are repeatedly implemented. The inferential process underwriting

such a systematic forecast would be completely monotonic or truth-preserving:

working with a bit-map is informationally onerous, but assuming that the governing

laws do not change midway, it yields a predictive output that is as secure as its input.

Call this the ‘‘long route’’ to psychological explanation.
The inferential dynamic at work is radically different, however, when one adopts

the intentional stance. Indeed, if one ascends to a higher level where creature-like

actors can be discerned on the playing field, one does so at the price of turning to an

inductive rationale of a far less mechanical character. Although his focus in ‘‘Real

patterns’’ is directed more at the ontological implications of this shift than its

epistemological workings, Dennett is forthright about the fact that a concession along

these lines needs to be made in order to have access to intentional explanation.
Whereas an exhaustive account of the pixels’ dispersion on the grid is a robust affair,

moving away from a bit-map and limning ‘‘abstracta’’ (Dennett, 1991, p. 28) like

‘‘eaters’’ involves a generalization from particulars which effectively soils the truth-

preservation with informational noise. This allows one to draw predictions only

‘‘sketchily and riskily’’ (Dennett, 1991, p. 40). A considerable boon of yielding to

induction, however, is that it provides one with assorted heuristics that are

unavailable when one countenances only the pixels themselves. ‘‘What realist special

scientists do on this view, then, is seek to find real patterns in particular domains of
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reality, domains defined by sets of particular structures and/or processes at some level

of abstraction from fundamental physics’’ (Ross & Spurrett, 2004, p. 614). Call this

the ‘‘short route’’ to psychological explanation.

To make the difference between these two approaches vivid, we might imagine

having to ‘‘text’’ another person’s demeanour and location at a given instant with a

mobile phone. If one were to take the bit-map route and catalogue the position and

velocity of all the person’s constituent particles, this would make for a lengthy

message (and run a costly bill). In information-theoretic parlance, the message would

have greater ‘‘entropy.’’ But, if one were to type something along the lines of ‘‘so and

so is sitting in such and such a room doing this or that,’’ one would thereby spare

oneself a lot of bits (not to mention a lot of money). On this view, the configuration

of all the relevant neurons in a given brain state need not be exhaustively recounted

to get a sense of what the subject is thinking/feeling. That is the major difference

between the short and long route to psychological explanation, at least from the

information-theoretic perspective under examination. ‘‘On this view, the objects over

which the sciences generalize are rendered into two sets: [compressed] abstracta, the

domain of the special sciences, and [enumerated] illata, the domain of physics’’

(Ross, 2000, p. 156).

3. Choosing the Long Route

Let us now shift gears and ask: given her commitments, can an eliminative materialist

truly make this transition from the monotonic to the non-monotonic so as to accede

to explanations of lesser entropy? More to the point, is the informational

compressibility involved in the intentional stance—no matter how cognitively

cost-effective—sufficient to sway a thinker like Churchland into countenancing

things (like ‘‘eaters’’ or ‘‘angry people’’) whose ontology is, at root, ‘‘more’’ than

merely material?
Playing up the convergences with eliminative materialism, Dennett insists that

‘‘one belief that is shared by all the representatives on the spectrum I am discussing is

that ‘folk psychology’ provides a description system that permits highly reliable

prediction of human (and much nonhuman) behavior’’ (1991, p. 42). This gloss, alas,

is only partially true. Contrary to Dennett’s portrayal, Churchland’s account resists

the idea that adopting intentional talk is indispensable from an explanatory point of

view. To understand why that is, it is important to bear in mind that Churchland’s

philosophical commitments are twofold.
Churchland is of course well-known for his adherence to eliminativism, which is

far more radical than the standard fare of reductionism. But, when he talks of a

completed neuroscience doing away with psychology altogether (Churchland, 1996),

he is not merely emphasizing his optimism for science or ‘‘playing a hunch,’’ as

Dennett uncharitably claims (1991, p. 51). The substantive point behind

Churchland’s repeated appeals to an asymptotic end of enquiry is rather that

(a) such a ‘‘complete’’ account would provide us with a gap-free explanatory scheme,
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and that (b) this is the ideal we should strive to attain. Hence, the non-monotonic

noise characteristic of intentional psychological accounts may provisionally accom-
pany empirical science as it marches forward, but there is no place for it in the end-

state envisioned by Churchland.
This call for elimination flows from the other half of Churchland’s position, to wit,

his materialism. Although Dennett considers informational noise to be a relatively
benign side-effect of attaining more generalized levels of description, it can also be

seen as a telltale sign that one has departed from the material order. The reasoning
here is simple enough: matter—construed by the materialist as the very stuff of the
real—knows no ambiguity or distortion. Or, conversely: ‘‘noise’’ is an epistemolog-

ical concept, if anything is. Accordingly, an eliminative materialist need not be
impressed by the explanatory benefits that ensue from adopting the intentional

shorthand championed by Dennett, especially if these benefits exact an irrevocable
compromise with the aforementioned thesis that matter is exclusively what there is.

Consider the bit-map account chastised by Dennett as being ‘‘cumbersome’’ (1991,
p. 51). Shying away from any recourse to ampliative inference, the eliminative

materialist could simply enumerate the individual pixels of the Game of Life which a
third party espousing the intentional stance has the liberty to coalesce and
taxonomize. Granted, ‘‘posing fanciful interpretations’’ (Dennett, 1991, p. 41) spares

one the tedious task of having to describe the domain in question one atomic unit at
a time. That said, such a token-only approach is by far the surest way to ensure that

one’s theoretical account hugs the metaphysical makeup of the world as closely as
possible. So, contrary to Dennett’s unfavorable characterization, enumerating a bit-

map representation can also be seen as a very attractive approach. The theorist who
sticks to a bit-map level of description may be a tortoise to Dennett’s hare, but she is

certain to get to her destination safely, without straying from the world. The short
route can issue no such guarantee.

To be sure, the strict one-to-one ratio between explanans and explanandum
involved in a bit-map account is in many ways impractical. This reproach, however—
and the intentional realism concomitantly offered as a palliative—have traction only

if one makes the cognitive economy a desideratum capable of overruling the
commitment to materialism. Dennett has no quarrel with the lower-level explana-

tions of, say, neuroscience. But, since his appreciation of higher-level pattern
discernment tells him that material description is not the end of the story

explanation-wise, he thinks neuroscience should not be the end of the story of
ontology-wise. Dennett may have no qualms about relaxing his metaphysical outlook

to accommodate this informational compressibility; but the same clearly cannot be
said of Churchland. In the final analysis, then, what sets eliminative materialism
sharply apart from the intentional stance is that—as a matter of principle—it does

not give any weight to considerations of cognitive economy.
Now one might rightly ask why the short route to psychological explanation

should be taken to threaten materialism. One deflationary response would be to say:
it doesn’t—it’s all matter out there, and such things go on exactly as they would

otherwise. Yet, because on this side of the subject/object divide various options for
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conveying information are available, some prove weaker or stronger depending on

the aspect under consideration. Informational compression is asymmetrical in that it

can result in a loss of data (especially if the domain represented is disorderly). Going

back to the example used earlier, from an exhaustive account of another person’s

material makeup and spatial location, one can infer ‘‘who’’ and ‘‘where’’ (colloqui-

ally) they are; but from simply being told that ‘‘so and so is sitting in such and such a

room doing this or that,’’ one cannot determine the person’s exact spatial

coordinates. That is the price to pay for engaging in intentional ascription: we

save time precisely because we cut corners. This is in many ways a ‘‘good’’ thing, as

Dennett rightly notes. The downside is that there is just no way to unpack all the

observational consequences of a given intentional statement, so in this respect the

idiom will always fall short of a complete scientific account (Churchland, 1989). And

explanatory completeness, regardless of how many millennia it would require to

achieve it, is what Churchland is after.

4. Choosing the Short Route

If the materialist ontology endorsed by Churchland holds water, then the grievance

just canvassed is cogent. I want to suggest, however, that it is not at all obvious that

the antecedent of this conditional deserves to be affirmed. Indeed, one could reply

that the informational compression alluded to by Dennett is something no science

can do without, such that the long route of a thoroughgoing bit-map account is

nothing but a chimera of armchair reflection—a relic of early-Modern metaphysics

that should be discarded. That, at any rate, is what I shall now argue.
As Ross writes, ‘‘to exist, is essentially, to persist as a distinguishable entity a long

enough period of time that measurement of a set of distinguishing properties is

possible using some physically possible property-detector’’ (2000, p. 163). The truth

of this claim becomes apparent when we entertain its negation: an existential posit

that would exhibit no regularity whatsoever and would never be discerned under any

circumstance could hardly be said to be warranted. Compare this with Peirce who, in

a paper originally written in 1886, likewise remarked that:

The existence of things consists in their regular behaviour. If an atom had no
regular attractions and repulsions, if its mass was at one instant nothing, at another
a ton, at another a negative quantity, if its motion instead of being continuous,
consisted in a series of leaps from one place to another without passing through
any intervening places, and if there were no definite relations between its different
positions, velocities and directions of displacement, if it were at one time in one
place and at another time in a dozen, such a disjointed plurality of phenomena
would not make up any existing thing. (1992, p. 278)

Considerations like these have led Ross to carry the lessons of Dennett’s proposals

over to metaphysics, and to draw the conclusion that ‘‘reality is composed of real

patterns all the way down’’ (2000, p. 160)—a view he has since developed in greater

detail (Ross et al., 2007). Although a full technical articulation of this ‘‘information-
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theoretic structural realism’’ can get complicated, the basic idea that concerns us is

that ‘‘the utility of the intentional stance is a special case of the utility of scale-relative

perspectives in general in science, and expresses a fact about the way in which reality

is organized’’ (Ross et al., 2007, p. 199).

The ultimate aim of scientific enquiry is admittedly to arrive at general laws.
There are good reasons, however, to think that even this prized achievement is

beholden to the ‘‘short route’’ previously canvassed. To take an untendentious

example from astronomy, we do not exhaustively chart the path and constitution of

celestial bodies, pile up the ensuing records in some museum vault, and call that

knowledge. Rather, ‘‘the positions of the planets in the solar system over some

interval constitute a compressible data set, because Newton’s laws . . . supply the

necessary algorithm to achieve the compression’’ (Davies, 1990, p. 63). To be sure,

there has to be a sufficiently high degree of worldly regularity for this feat of

massive informational compression to be feasible. Yet, the nomological end-product

is so crisp precisely because it leaves out many concrete details and is hedged with

ceteris paribus qualifications (Cartwright, 1983). A thoroughgoing ban on noise

would therefore halt scientific activity altogether, neurological or otherwise
(Horst, 2011).

Once we grant that bit-map explanations are impossible even for basic material

objects, we are in a position to ask: what makes the lay person’s observation that the

sun regularly traces an arc across the sky less legitimate than the scientific observation

that, when seen from afar, the earth regularly traces an ellipse around the sun?

Natural science having amply proven its worth, the time has come to return the
pendulum to a less adversarial resting place and accept that it is no concession

whatsoever to geocentrism to acknowledge that the sun does set in the West daily.

Clearly, to hold that predictions mobilized on the basis of either theory enjoy a

privileged status is to express a lingering dogma since, despite their different

perspectives, each abstracts out a real pattern.

Now, as far as contingent explanations go, the antics of one’s conspecifics are no

different. Nevertheless, there is an ingrained philosophical bias against accepting this:

It may strike you as odd that, whereas instrumentalists hold that belief/desire
psychology works so well that we can’t do anything without it, eliminativists hold
that it works so badly (‘‘stagnant science’’ and all that) that we can’t do anything
with it. . . . In fact—and here’s the point I want to stress just now—what largely
motivates Anti-Realism is something deeper than the empirical speculation that
belief/desire explanations won’t pan out as science; it’s the sense that there is
something intrinsically wrong with the intentional. (Fodor, 1990, p. 11)

With this misguided prejudice removed, intentional explanations of psychological

facts gleaned at the scale of the person are no longer suspect (Floridi, 2008,

pp. 248–249). Their only difference lies in the varying degrees of informational

compression, and this can in principle be rigorously quantified. The autonomy of

psychology is nevertheless preserved, since the asymmetrical loss of data that perforce

accompanies the ascent to coarser-grained descriptions forbids old-style attempts at

reduction (e.g., Oppenheim & Putnam, 1958). In fact, once we grant that all truly
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available levels of description involve noise, we can pose the question of whether,

for some descriptive and explanatory purposes, a particular lower-level system

(say, some model in neuroscience) might actually obscure crucial patterns that are

otherwise revealed by a higher-level description, even if such higher-level sys-

tems deliberately jettison much detail. For example, some have argued that, by

discerning teleonomic attractors, ‘‘higher-level accounts are indispensable,

because they contextualize the nitty-gritty details found at lower levels’’ (Schouten

& De Jong, 1999, p. 254). The pluralist picture which emerges from this has been aptly

dubbed by Ross ‘‘rainforest realism.’’ Naturally, Churchland’s clear-cutting is not

welcomed here.

If no science, physical or otherwise, can desist from the informational demands of
the short route, there would no longer seem to be anything ‘‘optional’’ about the

adoption of a perspective: to miss what is potentially visible from an intentional

vantage is surely to miss relations that truly exist in the world. Accordingly, one

might wonder whether the time has come to move away from pluralistic allusions to

useful perspectives and freely-elected stances. Although this call for a less permissive

branding is legitimate, insofar as the intentional stance swallows the physical stance,

an information-theoretic account must nevertheless retain Dennett’s general

contention that ‘‘adopting a stance’’ toward the world is essential. There are real

patterns out there, to be sure; but their discernment—which can be understood as

privileging one proper subset among a myriad of others—clearly necessitates that an

observer bring her aims, queries, and practical interests to bear on the cognitive

transaction (Newman, 1928, pp. 146–147).

Building on a pregnant example from Henry James, we can say that making out a

complex figure in a Persian carpet is a joint effort, the subject selecting one shape
among others, the object ensuring that that selection is not confabulated, such that

‘‘any act of interpretation is a dialectic between . . . initiative on the part of the

interpreter and contextual pressure’’ (Eco, 1990, p. 21). If, out of some overdone fear

of relativism, we hastily cast aside the participatory component at work in this

interplay (Peschard, 2010)—which enters most prominently as the surmise that

renders further inference possible, literally determining what to look for—we run the

risk of lapsing into a naive epistemological account that lacks the resources needed to

ascertain what constitutes an appropriate degree of informational compression in a

given instance. Indeed, it is worth stressing that we witness the denizens of the Game

of Life very much ‘‘from within’’ that game, and are thus players that have a tangible

stake in the outcomes of the intentional forecasts marshalled in this aptly-named

setting (Van Fraassen, 2002, pp. 82–83).

Sure enough, eliminative materialism and the intentional stance are not wholly
unrelated, insofar as Churchland (1981, p. 71) himself was one of the first to insist

that folk psychology should be counted as a genuine theory. Of course, he then

proceeded to argue (far more controversially) that intentional predicates are nothing

but superstitions that add up to a bad theory. If, however, the foregoing

considerations drawn from recent philosophy of science are correct, and the short
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route of informational compression is one even lower-level enquiries like physics

must take, then the strategic merit of evincing eliminative materialism’s commitment

to strictly noise-free explanation is that it reveals the implausibility of its core

aspiration to do away with intentional explanations of psychological phenomena.
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A necessary condition for proof of abiotic 
semiosis

Abstract: This short essay seeks to identify and prevent a pitfall that attends less 
careful inquiries into “physiosemiosis.” It is emphasized that, in order to truly 
establish the presence of sign-action in the non-living world, all the components 
of a triadic sign – including the interpretant – would have to be abiotic (that is, 
not dependent on a living organism). Failure to heed this necessary condition can 
lead one to hastily confuse a natural sign (like smoke coming from fire) for an 
instance of abiotic semiosis. A more rigorous and reserved approach to the topic 
is called for.

Keywords: physiosemiosis; semiosis; causality; John Deely; natural law; inter-
pretant

Marc Champagne: York University. E-mail: gnosiology@hotmail.com

In his Basics of Semiotics (1990), John Deely allotted considerable ontological 
space for “physiosemiosis,” that is, sign-action purportedly occurring at the level 
of purely material interactions. Deely’s programmatic vision, which he never 
relinquished,1 has since been tentatively explored by some (e.g., Coletta 2009). 
Nevertheless, despite enjoying some limited argumentative underpinnings,2 
commitment to physiosemiosis traded (and continues to trade) principally on 
 intuitions – even its detractors frequently rest their case on nothing more than 
derision. Obviously, it would be nice if, without prejudging its ultimate outcome, 
the debate could move past this stage.

1 See Deely (2009: 182–185) for a recent statement.
2 Although Deely was prompted to endorse the idea of physiosemiosis by his syncretistic study of 
Charles S. Peirce and John Poinsot (cf. Deely 1990: 87–91), his ambitious promissory note can also 
be motivated (perhaps more persuasively) by an inference to the best explanation. On this view, 
a complete absence of semiosis outside the living world would turn out to be more surprising/
unlikely than its presence, however minute or sparse, in the non-living world (it is helpful to 
compare this with the “no-miracles” defense of scientific realism; cf. Smart 1963: 39).
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To be sure, the aspiration of augmenting the stores of human knowledge 
 solely by secure increments is chimerical, as the very search for evidence that 
would corroborate a given tenet must take place in advance of such (potentially 
unavailable) corroboration. Yet, while a provisional measure of abductive zeal 
can be conducive to scientific aims, this does not license a departure from the 
canons of evidence and justification. Hypo-theses merit their prefix, and cannot 
remove those pejorative shackles merely on account of their intuitive attractive-
ness (nor keep them on forever merely on account of their unattractiveness). With 
this in mind, I would like to articulate a condition that would need to be met in 
order to successfully claim to have located an instance of sign-action in the non-
living world.

Perhaps the best way to get clear about what physiosemiosis would be is to 
identify what it certainly is not. Consider, as a foil, the following passage:

Water molecules can interact with each other forming what are known as hydrogen bonds. 
These are different than the covalent bonds between the atoms of the water molecules 
themselves; instead these hydrogen bonds are intermolecular interactions between mole-
cules themselves. Each water molecule has the potential of forming four of these hydrogen 
bonds with four adjacent H2O molecules. Most of you probably know that water boils at 100 
degrees Celsius, but some may not know the exact reason. It is precisely because of these 
hydrogen bonds between adjacent water molecules that water is able to maintain its liquid 
state well beyond many other molecules of similar size [like methane] . . . Here we come 
across my first example of an intermolecular sign relationship. As humans, we can note that 
water has a high boiling point and in this particular example, water’s high boiling point is 
a sign of the intermolecular reactions occurring between water molecules due to hydrogen 
bonding. (Newsome 2009: 205)

What is of consequence here is not the rudimentary piece of scientific trivia 
 recounted, but rather the conclusion drawn. It is held that because the 
 macroscopically-ascertainable phenomenon of boiling water is determined by 
complex microscopic mechanisms, this somehow attests to the existence of 
an  “intermolecular sign relationship.” That, as it stands, is an overblown 
 conclusion.3

What would be needed to secure the claim of an abiotic status is some 
 demonstration that the candidate involves an interpretant not answerable to or 

3 In fairness, the passage quoted was written by a self-acknowledged newcomer to semiotics, 
and was appropriately qualified. Still, it is symptomatic of a deeply mistaken pattern of reason-
ing we would do well to identify and avoid.
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dependent on any living agency.4 Though the topic at hand might impress the 
uninitiated, the chemical example reported in no way differs from the familiar 
“smoke signifying the fire.” The events linked are physical – yet one’s taking the 
former to “stand for” the latter does not bear witness to any “chemiosemiosis.” 
Why not? Because in the end what does the interpreting is a human agent. For a 
sign to truly involve an “intermolecular sign relationship,” then, one would have 
to establish that all its parts are non-living. The moment Newsome writes that “As 
humans, we can note that . . . water’s high boiling point is a sign of the inter-
molecular reactions” (2009: 205, emphasis mine), he runs afoul of this pivotal 
requirement.

Signs never work alone, and interlock in a processual concatenation. Hence, 
it may be that, 

[b]efore there are actually signs, there are signs virtually, that is, there are beings and events 
so determined by other beings and events that, in their own activity as so determined, they 
determine yet further series of beings and events in such a way that the last terms in the 
series represent the first by the mediation of the middle terms. (Deely 1990: 87) 

On pain of ascribing their predictive success a miraculous or confabulated basis, 
scientists who “do” something with natural signs are thus distal links that capi-
talize on a chain of events that pre-exist them. Consider Boyle’s law, which ex-
presses the precise relationship that obtains between the properties of a gas. It 
states that the volume of a fixed amount of gas maintained at constant tempera-
ture is inversely proportional to the gas pressure. The considerable utility of hav-
ing made this steady worldly correlation explicit is that it enables the researcher 
aware of it to infer, on the basis of knowledge of just two variables, what the re-
maining third is.

Is this proof that sign-action pre-exists the involvement of living entities? As 
a formula, “Boyle’s law” is without a doubt a sign-vehicle of the lawful correla-
tion which it has as an object, and it routinely generates interpretants in labora-
tories the world over. That is trivial, and takes us down well-trodden paths. The 
contentious issue, by contrast, is whether the lawful relation itself – minus the 
action of human animals – can properly be characterized as “semiosic.”

Chemists are not just benefiting in constructivist fashion from the pioneering 
work of Robert Boyle; they are also benefiting from the fact that, metaphysically, 
the behavior of gases manifests a pattern stable enough to allow inductions (cf. 
Ross 2000). Boyle had to discover (not invent) this pattern. So, in this sense, the 

4 See Champagne (2009: 158–159) for more on the often misunderstood term-of-art “inter-
pretant.”
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relation he latched onto is uncontroversially mind-independent. Yet, however 
committed one may be to the prior intelligibility of the world, it is fallacious to 
ascend a modal notch on that basis alone.5 It is a truism to say that everything we 
cognize is cognized, and is thus capped-off by a human interpretation. Mutatis 
mutandis, it is uninformative to assert that the mind-independent relations we 
uncover (often at great scientific cost) do not depend wholly on our minds. A ten-
able proof or disproof of abiotic semiosis must avoid resorting to these platitudes.

By design, I have not here proposed a positive account that could satisfacto-
rily do this. Glancing critically at early forays, I have merely endeavored to remove 
a non sequitur liable to obstruct future developments: for a sign to be truly abiotic, 
confirmation that a sign-vehicle and object are abiotic does not suffice, as the inter-
pretant which such a pair produces must likewise not depend on a living entity. 
So long as the relevant triad has one foot in the more vibrant side of the living/ 
non-living threshold, a more complete scientific account of the underlying physi-
cal occurrences will not support the idea of non-living sign-action.

In spite of its modesty, this condition brings a much-needed dose of rigor to 
the topic at hand. Exploratory work rich in suggestive power should certainly not 
be discouraged, especially when openly identified as such (e.g., Deely 2001). Still, 
gambits driven by uncorroborated intuitions will take semiotic inquiry only so 
far. The foregoing is not meant to settle the controversy over abiotic semiosis, but 
rather to spur semioticians to pose a clearer, more focused, question and let the 
facts – not their hopes or prejudices – render the verdict.
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Treating groups as agents is not at all difficult; teenagers and social scientists 
do it all the time with great success. Reading Group Agency, though, makes 
it look like rocket science. According to List and Pettit, groups can be real, 
and such real groups can cause, as well as bear ethical responsibility for, 
events. Apparently, not just any collective qualifies as an agent, so a lot turns 
on how the attitudes and actions of individual members are aggregated.

Doubtless, the simplest and most familiar means of aggregation is major-
ity vote, where any result that represents more than half the parts represents 
the whole. Unanimity is another option, where anything less than full agree-
ment will not do. Looking solely at majority voting, we discover that groups 
bound by this function sometimes fail to be/look rational. List and Pettit (46) 
give the following illustration. Suppose three individuals are asked to vote 
yes or no on three issues, namely, whether to (1) increase taxes, (2) decrease 
spending, and (3) increase taxes or decrease spending—this last disjunction 
being treated as one proposition. Obviously, if one is to be consistent, one 
must vote yes on the third issue if one has voted yes on any of the other 
issues. Now, suppose the following results are obtained:

ISSUE: Increase taxes? Decrease spending?     Increase taxes or
               decrease spending?
Voter A   yes   no   yes
Voter B   no      yes    yes
Voter C  no     no   no

So far, if we look at the horizontal rows, each individual is being consistent. 
Voter C, for example, is consistent in not wanting to tinker with the budget. 
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How does the group as a whole fare? Combining the results of each vertical 
column so that the majority decisions win, we arrive at the following:

ISSUE: Increase taxes? Decrease spending?   Increase taxes or
               decrease spending?
Majority    no      no      yes 

The group, it seems, failed at performing elementary logic: It does not want 
to increase taxes; it does not want to decrease spending; and yet, when asked 
whether it would like to do either of those things, it answers yes.

Given this inconsistency, it is unlikely that we would think that such a 
group “thinks.” Yet, by the same token, what if, when fed a wide variety of 
information, a group were to churn out consistent solutions and directives? If 
a group were to do this on a regular basis, we might be more disposed to 
regard it as an agent in its own right. This is the ascription that List and Pettit 
aim to facilitate in Group Agency.

Their effort is divided into three parts, each addressing a topic promised in 
the book’s subtitle: the logical possibility of group agents (i.e., showing that 
they can exist; 19-78), their organizational design (showing what form they 
must have; 81-150), and their normative status (asking what the foregoing 
implies, policy-wise; 153-201). The order of presentation matters, as—by the 
authors’ admission—the success of the later parts depends on that of the ear-
lier ones. Each part is divided into three chapters, and each chapter is in turn 
divided in three sections. Judged by the standard of clarity, the writing is 
solid. There are only a few minor typographical oddities (for instance, 
Anthony Quinton is quoted on page 3, but the source of the passage is 
nowhere in the list of references; also, there is a general index and a name 
index, but the general index contains the names, which is redundant). On the 
plus side, numbering all the 138 endnotes consecutively makes their consul-
tation speedy and efficient.

List and Pettit remark that the topic of group agency (if there is such a 
thing) has “received surprisingly little attention in recent philosophy and the 
methodology of the social sciences” (1). One way to bring order to such an 
underexplored area is to transfer/apply the lessons of a well-established  
theory by analogical reasoning. List and Pettit thus call on Daniel Dennett’s 
“intentional stance” for general support (6, 12). This move has two consider-
able advantages: talk of intentions squares with folk usage and yields predic-
tive power. Whether one deals with philosophy of mind or philosophy of the 
social sciences, people routinely describe both individuals and groups as 
capable of having beliefs, desires, and so on. Indeed, the authors begin their 
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book by stressing, “We speak in ordinary life of what Greenpeace or Amnesty 
International intends, what the Catholic Church holds sacred, what the medi-
cal profession wants, what generation X values, and what the financial mar-
kets expect” (1). The plain fact of linguistic practice thus amply motivates an 
inquiry into group agency, and anyone wishing to deny the existence of 
groups is burdened with explaining how such an “error” could be so cultur-
ally widespread and allow for such fruitful forecasts.

However, as far as I can see, any theorist wishing to draw on the inten-
tional stance must confront at least three difficulties: ascribing intentions (to 
groups or individuals) is more obviously something the ascriber does than 
something the ascribee has; the strategy can be directed at anything (human 
or not); and the recourse to intentions can replaced by other (notably materi-
alist) means of explanation/prediction. Group Agency barely acknowledges 
these pressing challenges. Dennett (1991) responded to them by outlining a 
promising ontology of patterns, which List and Pettit could have endorsed 
(Champagne 2013a). Doing so, however, would mean that all patterns—group 
related or otherwise—are on a par as real. List and Pettit do not want this, as they 
want to exclude “mere collections” from enjoying reality (31).

Why? Seeing how fears about the legitimization of totalitarian regimes 
“accounted for the rise of the eliminativist view of group agents in the twen-
tieth century” (10, 74), the authors ostensibly want their definitional net to 
catch commercial corporations while letting ethnic groups go.

The criteria that are supposed to enable this are divulged after lengthy (and 
often contentious) preliminaries. List and Pettit define a group agent as some-
thing that has representational states, motivational states, and a capacity to 
process those states and act on their basis (32). We are told that “a state is 
‘representational’ if it plays the role of depicting the world, and ‘motiva-
tional’ if it plays the role of motivating action” (21)—which is not really 
helpful. Not to worry though, these terms and definitions are to be understood 
in a merely instrumental manner: so long as it is useful to think of a group as 
having representations and motivations, the question of whether a group can 
truly have such states is conveniently suspended.

In addition to representations and motivations, List and Pettit require group 
agents to demonstrate “a modicum of rationality” (36). Rationality is con-
strued as efficacy assessable along three axes (akin to the semantic/syntactic/
pragmatic tripartition): attitude to fact, attitude to attitude, and attitude  
to action (24-25). According to the authors, the more matches are made 
along these axes, the more rational a group is. If a group agent explicitly or 
implicitly develops a metalanguage that reduces mismatches, then that agent 
is not just rational but “reasoning” (30-31). To make reference to the 
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opening example, this would be the case if a second round of voting was held 
once all members have been made aware of the inconsistency of their initial 
results (64). Regardless of the structure, List and Pettit (25-26, 37-38) require 
deliberation and exchange among the various individuals to bottleneck into 
binary attitudes like yes/no verdicts.

There are far more technical details in Group Agency than one can hope to 
cover in a review of this scope. Nevertheless, the overall message conveyed 
by List and Pettit is that bona fide group agents must not only act (or look like 
they act) but act intelligently (or look like they act intelligently).

In keeping with this demand, the authors claim that, to function well, a 
group must be committed to tracking truth(s) (81-103). Perhaps if “proper 
functioning” is taken to mean the accumulation of knowledge, this makes 
sense. But, if by “proper functioning” we mean, say, the furtherance of a 
group’s existence or size, the emphasis on truth seeking is not at all obvi-
ous—the immediate counterexample here being religious groups, whose dis-
regard for rational standards and evidence (and appeal to raw sentiment) 
allows them to secure a significant degree of in-group cohesion and resil-
ience. Unlike organic bodies though, self-regulating social bodies do not 
have to meet any inherent teleological demands (Canguilhem 2012, 67-78), 
so List and Pettit are right to construe their purposefulness as a product of 
artificial design. Yet, if this is so and the attractors are up for grabs, it seems 
misplaced to take mirroring the world as the unproblematic end of all agents.

Evidently, the exemplar that group agents are held to emulate is the edu-
cated adult, not the infant or nonhuman animal (arguably agents too). There 
are supposed to be normative upshots to this. List and Pettit write, “We can 
regret a machine’s defect, or the bad weather, but we can accuse only an agent 
of being irrational or immoral” (214n2). Now, the authors (10-11, 170-85) are 
aware that the legal concept of “person” already encompasses groups such as 
businesses, so one might wonder whether adding these to the philosopher’s 
official ontology truly makes them easier targets for critique. It seems to me 
that, when proclaiming a given group as agent, it is not so much the object 
that gains in “reality” as the subject that gains in confidence.

Like the feedback loop of the “straw vote” (52, 62-64), List and Pettit 
hope that certifying certain groups as “real” will make possible actions that 
would have otherwise not been undertaken. They write that, fully developed, 
their theory “would license economists to look at the aims and strategies of a 
corporation as if it were an individual agent, abstracting largely from the 
individual dispositions of its members” (13). Three things are worth noting. 
First, the use of “as if” suggests a facile instrumentalist dodge. Second, econ-
omists already do treat groups as agents, and if instrumentalism holds any 
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water, they hardly need an elaborate story to reassure them. Third, the account 
propounded by the authors does not abstract “largely” from the individual 
dispositions of group members; rather, it can abstract completely from them 
since “a group that satisfies plausible conditions for agency may have to 
embrace an attitude or intention that is rejected by all its members individu-
ally” (10). This last claim merits closer inspection.

According to Group Agency, joint intention can help cement a group, but it is 
not mandatory. Members of a terrorist organization, for example, could conceiv-
ably contribute to a “cell” without knowing the overall plan of attack (33). In the 
terminology of the authors, individuals signal their membership to a group either 
by “authorizing” a personal figurehead(s) to speak on their behalf or by “acting” 
toward the group’s impersonal ends (35). However, because “acting” can be 
taken as a behavioral sign of tacit consent/participation, we encounter a queer 
consequence: “Here the individuals contribute to the group agent’s performance, 
but do not explicitly authorize the group agent; they need not even be aware of 
its existence” (36; emphasis added). Clearly, ascriptions like these depart from 
the terrorist example and would be nearly impossible to falsify.

We can compare this strange (and, I would argue, unacceptable) result 
with that obtained by John Greenwood (2003), whose work also aims to show 
that talk of groups has a basis in fact. Greenwood’s account allows an indi-
vidual’s belief(s) to be labeled as “social” even when no one else besides that 
individual shares the belief(s) in question (see Champagne 2013b). On this 
view, what the individual thinks is essential and looking at patterns of collec-
tive organization is inessential. On the view championed by List and Pettit, 
what the individual thinks is inessential, and looking at patterns of collective 
organization is essential. Both views are ultimately plagued by absurd conse-
quences. The present lack of consensus makes for exciting times. Still, in 
dialectic fashion, I suspect that, as these burgeoning debates unfold, theories 
will eventually come to a more prosaic resting place.

It is not just psychological states that Group Agency disregards. Although 
List and Pettit appeal to folk practices to motivate their project, their theory 
does not show much concern for actual linguistic usage (their approach is in 
many ways reminiscent of decision theory back when it still took its artificial 
constructs to be describing human choice making). There is nothing in List 
and Pettit’s account, for example, to shed light on locutions like “what gen-
eration X values.” Groups like these do not live up to their model, so any talk 
about them is presumably relegated to “error theory”—which is quite con-
trary to the intentional stance.

In a bid to distance themselves from loose ascriptions of agency, the 
authors repeatedly stress that only a specific type of pattern will make a group 

 at UNIV TORONTO on April 2, 2014pos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pos.sagepub.com/
http://pos.sagepub.com/


Book Review 257

agent real. Great care is thus taken to specify that exact pattern. Although 
Group Agency impresses with rigor, this exclusive emphasis on sophisticated 
groups does more to decrease than increase the plausibility of its central pro-
posal. Indeed, something missed by the book is that lack of sophistication can 
be an explanatory and predictive virtue. List and Pettit are doing miniature 
ship building in the functionalist black box, but their delicate theorizing will 
be for naught if one can capture the relevant inputs/outputs without the 
detours (framing outputs in binary terms makes this competition with simpler 
strategies even more pronounced).

The authors write that “the difficulty of predicting from an individualistic 
base what a group agent does provides a justification for making sense of the 
group agent in terms that abstract from the ways its members perform” (78). 
I wholeheartedly agree (see Champagne 2013a). Yet, if predictive fecundity 
is indeed the prize and standard, then there is no reason to think that the sort 
of complex group canvassed in Group Agency enjoys a privileged standing. 
By analogy, conclusions gleaned from the study of insect-eating plants should 
not commandeer botany (nor relegate other species to “mere vegetation”). Of 
course, looking at the wide variety of human social interactions, the authors 
are free to prefer the study of self-reflective groups that aim to balance syste-
maticity, anonymity, collective rationality, and so on (49). This topical predi-
lection for corporate agents, however, ought not to be reified into a momentous 
threshold.

As Ned Block (1980) reminds us, even if one were to arrange the massive 
population of China so that it realized a specific computational architecture, that 
arrangement would not spontaneously generate anything more than its starting 
constituents. This thought experiment was originally meant to make a point 
about consciousness, and List and Pettit (66) mention it to show that individual 
attitudes and group attitudes can in principle be dissociated (insofar as individ-
ual Chinese citizens might not know what computations they are performing). 
Despite this, the suggestion in Group Agency does seem to be that if a number 
of us get together and exchange pieces of paper and other sign vehicles in just 
the right way, “we” somehow “think” (194). For the purposes of shaping foreign 
policy, a country like China might as well be “making decisions.” Still, the idea 
that arranging some stuff (in this case people) in a particular configuration 
somehow gives rise to something “different” is implausible (McGinn 2012) and 
calls for further support.

To be sure, the authors go out of their way to insist that their proposal does 
not violate “methodological individualism” (4). As they put it, “let the indi-
vidual contributions be fixed and the attitudes and actions of the group will 
be fixed as well” (66). Yet, they also insist that “talk of group agents cannot 

 at UNIV TORONTO on April 2, 2014pos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pos.sagepub.com/
http://pos.sagepub.com/


258  Philosophy of the Social Sciences 44(2)

be dispensed with in favor of talk about individual agents” (5). How can both 
tenets be upheld? Individualism just is the thesis that talk of groups can be 
dispensed with. One can certainly draw a grid (10) combining columns (e.g., 
circular/noncircular) and rows (square/nonsquare) that show where a given 
description would fit, but this does nothing to show that anything can fit the 
description (perhaps the qualifier “methodological” is supposed to spare the 
authors from this charge by signalling some sort of “quasi-commitment” to 
the reality of group agents).

Although I am unsure who will read this book, I can envisage four rela-
tively distinct population segments: philosophers, decision theorists, activ-
ists, and social scientists. Philosophers who take questions of ontology 
seriously will likely find this book evasive. Decision theorists who enjoy 
axiomatic model building for its own sake will find much to keep them occu-
pied. Activists who have taken it upon themselves to “raise group conscious-
ness” (193) will probably skip ahead to the third part and feel emboldened by 
the thought that the model builders are busy with the first two. However, 
since the normative questions (about responsibility and so on) are answerable 
to prior metaphysical questions for which Group Agency supplies vacillating 
answers at best, a transition to advocacy would seem hasty.

As for social scientists, either they will glance at the book’s dust jacket 
and (wrongly) assume that philosophers have now “proven” the existence of 
the groups they study, or they will engage with List and Pettit’s model only to 
discover that, unless they happen to specialize in commercial corporations, 
the model’s many stipulations impede rather than facilitate/elucidate their 
usual group intentional ascriptions.
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JUST DO IT: 
SCHOPENHAUER AND PEIRCE ON THE 
IMMEDIACY OF AGENCY 
 

Marc Champagne (University of Helsinki) 

 
In response to the claim that our sense of will is illusory, some phi-
losophers have called for a better understanding of the phenome-
nology of agency. Although I am broadly sympathetic with the ten-
or of this response, I question whether the positive-theoretic blue-
print it promotes truly heralds a tenable undertaking. Marshaling a 
Schopenhauerian insight, I examine the possibility that agency 
might not be amenable to phenomenological description. Framing 
this thesis in terms of Charles S. Peirce’s semiotic framework, I sug-
gest a way to integrate the idea of streaming experiences with that 
of bodily strivings, which, owing to their primitive structure, can 
never be represented. 

 
 

Force indeed is not a datum, but an “actum” 
humanly present in effort. 

— Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life 
 

The ineffable is not something mystical or mysterious; it is 
merely that which evades description. It evades description, 

but it pervades experience. 
— Thomas L. Short, “Response to Carl Hausman” 

 
 

Introduction 

The topic of agency has recently come into focus as “intrepid forays 
into this long-shunned territory are at last under way.”1 Although the 
tools of these investigations have largely been those of third-person 

1 Wolfgang Prinz, Daniel C. Dennett, and Natalie Sebanz, “Toward a Science of 
Volition,” in Disorders of Volition, (ed.) N. Sebanz and W. Prinz (Cambridge: MIT 

Sripada, “Philosophical Questions about the 
Nature of Willpower,” Philosophy Compass, vol. –  
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science, some philosophers of mind like Tim Bayne and Shaun Gal-
-person reports should have an important role 

to play as well. The value and reliability of introspective appeals in 
cognitive science is by no means uncontroversial.2 My misgivings, 
however, are not prompted by naturalist incredulity, but rather by a 
Romanticist insight originating in the work of Arthur Schopenhauer. 
Schopenhauer is perhaps best known for his iconoclastic defense of 
pessimism. Yet, that outlook rests on a comprehensive theory of 
mind, knowledge, and reality that casts serious doubt on the idea 
that our experience of willing could ever be vindicated by a more 
complete phenomenological understanding. At the risk of oversim-
plifying, what prompts this assessment is Schopenhauer’s contention 
that the will falls outside the domain of the phenomenal. It is not 

-person experience of agency cannot be put into 
language; rather, according to Schopenhauer, true agency as such 
cannot even be represented—linguistically or otherwise. 

In order to understand this remarkable claim, I turn to Charles 
Sanders Peirce’s semiotics. Schopenhauer and Peirce are united in 
their rejection of (what they take to be) Hegelian idealism.3 Building 
on this kinship, I turn to Peirce’s categories in order to motivate the 
idea that not every aspect of our lives can be put into signs.4 i-
cally, I believe that the account of two-
Peircean semiotics vindicates Schopenhauer’s contention that brute 
exercises of the will pertain to the un-represented. 

2 Terry Horgan and Mark Timmons, “Introspection and the Phenomenology of 
Free Will: Problems and Prospects,” Journal of Consciousness Studies

–  
3 Roughly, Peirce charged Hegel with having neglected the brute fact of “strug-
gle.” Robert Stern has recently tried to diffuse this accusation by showing that “it 
is possible to read Hegel in a way that shows him to have accorded just the same 
status to these categories as Peirce himself demanded.” See Robert Stern, 
“Peirce, Hegel, and the Category of Secondness,” Inquiry

–
analogous to secondness is perhaps the highest compliment one can pay to 
Peirce, since it implies that a tenable philosophic system should make room for 
such a thing. I agree with this position. (I also think it is less of a stretch to claim 
that Schopenhauer countenanced dyadic relations than to claim that Hegel did 
so). 
4 I should stress that, in this paper, I am interested solely with what agency “is” 
(i.e., what it means for one to actually “have” or implement it), not with how it is 
ascribed to others. For a semiotic account of the latter that has much in common 
with Daniel C. Dennett, The Intentional Stance (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
Kristian , “When Agents Become Expressive: A Theory of Semiotic Agency,” 
Cognitive Semiotics –  
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mainly to Schopenhauer, and the second half mainly to Peirce. In the 

Schopenhauer to the notions of phenomena and noumena. In the 
second section (“An Explicit Double Standard”), I examine the twin 
theses at the core of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, namely that a) the 

) thought does 
not exhaust being. In the third section (“Semiotic Subsumption”), I 
recast these twin theses in terms of Peirce’s triadic categorial 
scheme, such that acts of agency pertain to two-term relations, and 
representations of such acts pertain to three-term relations. Finally, 
in the fourth section (“Prescission and Indexicality”), I explore the 
technical resources provided by Peircean semiotics in order to 
discuss (obliquely) the topic of the un-represented. 

 

Phenomenology and its Scope 

The typical account of agency seems straightforward enough. A 
thought is antecedent to a bodily event. Provided the succession of 
the two meets a handful of sensible constraints—for instance, the 
relevance of the posited cause and the absence of plausible competi-
tors that could more parsimoniously lead to the same outcome—this 

having been the motive force of the behavior. However, sundry 
experimental studies have shown that the retrospective inference 
that grounds this alleged mental causation is liable to all the vicissi-
tudes that accompany any theoretically-mediated reasoning, chief 
among which is the possibility of being mistaken. Spurred by these 
results, the psychologist Daniel Wegner has famously concluded that 

-person experience of will is, in fact, baseless. On this view, 
the human brain produces an expedient narrative that secures a 
false sense of authorship ex post facto.5 

However, as Bruce Bridgeman points out in an otherwise lauda-
tory review of Wegner’s book, The Illusion of Conscious Will6, when 
all the dust has cleared, the repudiation of will as illusory, even if 
true, is largely vacuous because it simply cannot be put into prac-

5 See Daniel M. Wegner, “The Mind’s Best Trick: How we Experience Conscious 
Will,” Trends in Cognitive Science –
Controller of Controlled Processes?,” in The New Unconscious, (ed.) R. Hassin, J. S. 
Ul –  
6 Daniel M. Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will  
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tice.7 We may not be in charge, but we clearly go on feeling and 
believing that we are. This has prompted some philosophers of mind 
to challenge the illusion claim on phenomenological grounds. Tim 
Bayne, for example, has maintained that the synoptic interpretation 
of experimental data has proceeded somewhat hastily and has not 

-person experi-
ence.8 Concomitant with a battery of criticisms on the methodologi-
cal front9, he has thus pushed for a more thorough understanding of 
the phenomenology of agency: 

 
One response to will skeptics—as we shall call them—is to chal-
lenge their interpretations of the data derived from the cognitive 
sciences.... We suspect that much of the motivation for the current 
wave of will skepticism derives from rather naive models of the 
phenomenology of agency. A more nuanced account of the phe-

g-
nitive sciences are telling us about ourselves.10 
 

Bayne is by no means alone in this regard. Responding to experi-
ments that purportedly show the conscious mind lagging behind the 
body when performing an action11, Shaun Gallagher12 has argued 
that too much weight has been placed on the idea that one must have 
some kind of preview of an action for it to be willed.13 In contrast to 

7 Bruce Bridgeman, “Is Mental Life Possible Without the Will?,” Psyche
ted. 

8 Tim J. Bayne, “Review of Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will,” Journal of 
Consciousness Studies – Nahmias, S. Morris, 
T. Nadelhoffer, and J. Turner, “The Phenomenology of Free Will,” Journal of 
Consciousness Studies – –  
9 Tim J. Bayne, “Phenomenology and the Feeling of Doing: Wegner on the Con-
scious Will,” in Does Consciousness Cause Behavior? (ed.) S. Pockett, W. P. Banks, 

–  
10 Tim J. Bayne and Neil Levy, “The Feeling of Doing: Deconstructing the Phe-
nomenology of Agency,” in Disorders of Volition, (ed.) N. Sebanz and W. Prinz 

 
11 See the studies (and rarely duplicated results) conducted by Benjamin Libet, 
“Unconscious Cerebral Initiative and the Role of Conscious Will in Voluntary 
Action,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences –
“The Neural Time-Factor in Perception, Volition, and Free Will,” Revue de 
Métaphysique et Morale –  
12 Shaun Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind 

–  
13 For example, see Paula Droege, “The Role of Unconsciousness in Free Will,” 
Journal of Consciousness Studies – –  See also Patrick 
Haggard and Helen Johnson, “Experiences of Voluntary Action,” Journal of 
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Bayne, Gallagher has explicitly allied himself with the work of tradi-
tional phenomenologists like Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-
Ponty i 14 
As Gallagher explains: “Phenomenological psychiatrists and philoso-

-person narratives seriously. That is, 
experiences.”15 

Reconnecting with lived experience in an unprejudiced way is in-
deed the mission of phenomenological inquiry. While the etymology 
of this endeavor is Kantian in lineage16, it was Husserl who went on 
to give phenomenology the status it currently enjoys, so the method 
has come to be associated with his call for a return “zu den Sachen 
selbst.” In Husserl’s usage, the “things themselves” are those appear-
ances continuously displayed before the apprehending subject. 
Technically speaking, though, the antonym of “phenomenon” re-
mains the “noumenon,” a notion that also makes a claim to being the 

Consciousness Studies, vol. – –  
14 Shaun Gallagher, “Mutual Enlightenment: Recent Phenomenology in Cognitive 
Science,” Journal of Consciousness Studies –
recourse can be described as part of a self-conscious “Continental philosophy of 
mind”—a research program that has been described as “burgeoning by the 
minute” by David Morris, “Philosophy of Mind,” in Columbia Companion to 
Twentieth-Century Philosophies, (ed.) C. V. Boundas (New York: Columbia 
University Press, -Michel Roy points out, despite frequent 
allusions to “Brentano’s thesis,” few philosophers working in the Analytic 
tradition have actually familiarized themselves with the phenomenological 
movement that sprung from this. See Jean-Michel Roy, “Heterophenomenology 
and Phenomenological Skepticism,” Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 

– – Continental philosophy of mind, by contrast, can be 
i-

cal accounts. This program arguably originated in Francisco J. Valera, Evan 
Thompson, and Eleanor Rosch, The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and 
Human Experience 
point where it now permits a “textbook” statement like the one found in Shaun 
Gallagher and Dan Zahavi, The Phenomenological Mind: An Introduction to 
Philosophy of Mind and Cognitive Science ). 
15 Shaun Gallagher, “Sense of Agency and Higher-Order Cognition: Levels of 
Explanation for Schizophrenia,” Cognitive Semiotics –
this broad policy in action, one might look at the research methods described by 
Claire Petitmengin, “Describing One’s Subjective Experience in the Second 
Person: An Interview Method for the Science of Consciousness,” Phenomenology 
and the Cognitive Sciences – –  
16 

Neues Organon—a work which also 

Essay. See John N. Deely, “The Word ‘Semiotics’: Formation 
and Origins,” Semiotica – –  
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thing “in itself.” There is of course a difference between “things 
themselves” and “things in themselves” and this is the object of my 
present concern. When philosophers of mind like Bayne and Gal-
lagher call for a more in-depth investigation of the phenomenology 
of agency, the very terms in which they frame their inquiry seem to 
prejudge the outcome, surreptitiously barring other (non-
phenomenal) possibilities. To be clear, the concern here is not exe-
getical. It is not that contemporary thinkers have endorsed a phe-
nomenological inquiry into agency without considering that it could 
also be read in a Kantian key. Rather, the repercussions I want to call 
attention to are more consequential. Current advocates of a phe-
nomenology of agency often assume that the will is something one 
can internally gaze upon or contemplate in some fashion—that it is 
something amenable to a descriptive scrutiny liable of being discur-
sively reported. Bayne and Levy, for example, state that experiences 
of mental causation, authorship, and effort all “have representational 
content. That is, they present the world—in this case, the agent and 
his or her actions—as being a certain way.”17 This is certainly plau-
sible, but it is far from obvious. At the very least, Schopenhauer’s 
philosophy gives good reasons to think that the will cannot so easily 
be grasped. 

Like Kant, Schopenhauer held that we represent objects as exist-
ing in space and time, and that we represent events as having an 
antecedent cause. These, he argued, are not really properties that 
obtain in the world. Instead, the mind adds them to the mix in its 
attempt to cognitively process its experiential inputs. Schopenhau-
er’s contribution to this Kantian thesis—which, modulo some reser-
vations18, he regarded as correct—was his insistence that exercises 
of agency do not involve this sort of processing. In addition to know-
ing ourselves as we know other things—through representations—
we also experience ourselves as willing certain ends. Yet, this experi-
ence (if it can indeed be so called) is a privileged one that stands out 

17 
representational content concords with the noetic-noematic framework em-

Hubert L. Dreyfus and Harrison Hall, eds., Husserl, Intentionality, and Cognitive 
Science 
recent debates does seem to be that we have a pre-
and that this provides enough cognitive traction for us to take our willing as an 
(introspective) object of apprehension. 
18 Robert Wicks, “Schopenhauer’s Naturalization of Kant’s A Priori Forms of 
Empirical Knowledge,” History of Philosophy Quarterly –
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from the usual fare of processed intake. “Consequently, it may be 
said that the knowing subject has a twofold knowledge of the body, 
vaguely put as knowledge of it both as representation (like every 
outer object) and as will (unlike any outer object).”19 

Since Schopenhauer often sought to reshape commonsensical in-
tuitions, it is important to understand the particular sense in which 
he used the term “will.” Bayne and Levy, for instance, have distin-
guished between three components of a phenomenology of agency, 
depending on whether one focuses on the experience of mental 
causation, authorship, or effort. Although this tripartition has merit, I 

be made at leisure, since I detect no ready principle that could halt 
the process.20 Second, breaking down the will into various parts is 
ill-suited to a discussion of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, in so far as 
he saw fragmentation into plurality as a sort of accident added to 
what is otherwise a unitary notion.21 Third, some of the terms of the 
partition, most notably “mental causation,” are moot (as the authors 
themselves recognize) and, when combined with the natural as-
sumption that if they are applicable then they are necessary features 
of agency, seem to prejudge the issue at hand (in a direction away 
from embodiment, moreover). To be sure, some provisional distinc-
tions are in order. Nevertheless, it might be wise not to put too much 

use.22 
In a more familiar context, “will” means “free will.” Typically, this 

is taken as the faculty possessed by humans and not by plants. Will, 
in this sense, is what gives citizens a right to vote, why we enter into 

19 John E. Atwell, Schopenhauer on the Character of the World: The Metaphysics of 
Will 
turning to what is closest to the self that Schopenhauer found a way out of 
solipsism. He thus triumphantly spoke of having discovered “a subterranean 
passage, a secret alliance, which, as if by treachery, places us all at once in the 
fortress that could not be taken by attack from without.” Arthur Schopenhauer, 
The World as Will and Representation

. 
20 Bayne and Levy suggest the experience of freedom, trying, deliberation, and 
decision-making as supplementary subheadings. See “The Feeling of Doing,” 

 
21 See Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation

Hereafter referred to parenthe-
 

22 In this respect, I am probably closer to Gallagher’s readiness to “accommodate 
a certain degree of ambiguity” than 
See Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind  
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consensual relationships, etc. However, when Schopenhauer dis-
cusses the will, he is usually alluding to a motive force that can be 
expressed whether or not there are such alternatives. In this sense, 
“will” is a much more basic notion. A plant striving to reach sunlight 
manifests this drive. Technical execution notwithstanding, a weight-
lifter stokes her conative furnace and generates the energy needed to 
accomplish her Herculean task. Choosing to lift a barbell is not 
enough—the athlete must actually do it. Whether or not the envi-
ronment complies with what is undertaken is unimportant. As Scho-
penhauer writes: “The will is in the dark concerning the external 
world in which its objects lie; and it rages like a prisoner against the 

ontology of will and representation, Schopenhauer is alluding mainly 
to this conception of “will”—the less glamorous one that, in the 

would correspond to its animality.23 
As discussed previously, Schopenhauer’s ideas are an explicit re-

sponse to the Kantian system. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason had 
attempted to hug the contours of human intelligibility so as to delin-
eate (from the inside, as it were) the frontier of thought. Phenomena 

can be shown to exist without showing up as an appearance, then, by 
d
and thus lie outside the ambit of phenomenological description. As it 

i-
he will is thing-in-itself; 

as such, it is not representation at all, but toto genere different there-

primal bodily events capable of transgressing these limits (by simply 

willing is the only opportunity we have of understanding simultane-
ously from within any event that outwardly manifests itself; conse-
quently, it is the one thing known to us immediately, and not given to 

 
Given that the initiative we marshal in behavior lets us commune 

in an unmediated fashion with the mind-independent world, Scho-
penhauer would have regarded the current project of a “phenome-
nology” of agency as effectively vitiating the profundities our willing 
has to offer. As G. S. Neely notes: 

23 It has been observed that “research on volition has lagged behind research on 
other aspects of the mind” (Prinz, Dennett, and Sebanz, “Toward a Science of 
Volition,  
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Thus, although we do have an avenue of direct and immediate ac-
cess to the thing-in-itself (which is discovered through the intro-
spective examination of bodily agency), if we are to bring this 
subtle awareness to the forefront of consciousness in order to 
“think” about it and talk about it plainly, we will have to locate a 
word signifying an appropriate concept.... By extending the term 
“will” to include non-rational, impersonal forces, Schopenhauer 
effectively re-directs the reach of the term away from distinct 
phenomena and toward that non-cognitive striving which lies at 
the root of all phenomena.24 
 

those of Hegel. Two very different worldviews were going head-to-
head. While Hegel sang the praises of the disembodied “Idea” and 
strove to eliminate Kant’s noumenal realm in favor of a grand entele-
chy of “the Absolute,” Schopenhauer made the domain of the unrep-
resented the site of his 
centrality of our guts, genitals, muscles, and tendons in cognition.25 
This radically anti-Cartesian emphasis on the body explains why 
Schopenhauer described the intellect as a “subsidiary organ” of the 

—a momentous shift that has led Julian Young to 
declare Schopenhauer “if not the father, certainly the grandfather” of 
evolutionary psychology and sociobiology.26 The merits of that 
conception were eventually recognized by some (most notably 
Nietzsche and Freud), and are increasingly taking center stage as 
“the second-generation cognitive revolution consists largely of the 
study on the embodiment of mind; that is, the bodily basis of mean-
ing.”27 At the time, however, Schopenhauer’s challenging theses were 
ill- i-
ty and left his almost vacant. Let us now re-examine those tenets in a 

24 G. Steven Neeley, “Schopenhauer and the Limits of Language,” Idealistic 
Studies – –  
25 Maurice Mandelbaum, “The Physiological Orientation of Schopenhauer’s 
Epistemology,” in Schopenhauer: His Philosophical Achievement, (ed.) M. Fox 

–  
26 Julian Young, Schopenhauer ne 
Sheeks, “Schopenhauer’s Solution to the Intellect-Will Problem,” in Schopenhau-
er: His Philosophical Achievement –  
27 Merlin Donald and Lars Andreassen, “Consciousness and Governance: From 
Embodiment to Enculturation,” Cognitive Semiotics
on embodied cognition, see Andy Clark, Being There: Putting Brain, Body, and 
World Together Again 
Embodied Cognition  
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fairer light. For if Schopenhauer is right, a phenomenological study of 
the will introduces a mediated distance where there is none to begin 
with.28 
 

An Explicit Double Standard 

Schopenhauer maintained that the will is noumenal.29 The rationale 
behind this claim can be broken down into two sub-theses, which are 
expressed in Schopenhauer’s two-volume World as Will and Repre-
sentation a-
son— Monadology, 

should be thus and not otherwise”—provides an exhaustive explana-
tion of phenomena. The second is that phenomena—understood as 

-person appearances amenable to linguistic description—do not 
exhaust reality. Jointly considered, these tenets suggest that the 
confabulation account of agency (like the one championed by 
Wegner) could very well hold true for all that is represented—but 
that not everything is representable. 

It is a coarse corporeal impetus that, in Schopenhauer’s view, 
gives us a privileged ingress into the true, mind-independent nature 
of things. Such a forceful contact, Schopenhauer30 argued, can be 
traced back to the fact that our bodies are irrevocably enmeshed 
with the natural world—our minds are an outgrowth of our bodies.31 
He nonetheless considered the idea of free will to be a chimera. In a 

held that “only subsequently, and thus wholly a posteriori

man making a chemical experiment applies the reagents, and then 

ahead of its time, laying the groundwork for the now commonplace 
idea that our psychological motives are not necessarily known to us 

28 Robert J. Henle, “Schopenhauer and Direct Realism,” The Review of Metaphys-
ics –  
29 For etymological reasons, Schopenhauer tended to distance himself from this 
term. 
30 Arthur Schopenhauer, On the Will in Nature, (tr.) E. F. J. Payne (New York: 

 
31 For a similar view, see Vittorio Gallese, “The Inner Sense of Action: Agency and 
Motor Representations,” Journal of Consciousness Studies , no. 

– –  
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and may, in fact, obey a rationale wholly foreign to the one we credit 
ourselves with.32 

undeniable existence of the will, the primitive nature that it ascribes 
to agentive acts leads to a cynical view akin to the contemporary 

insight into one’s bodily happenings. Yet, far from considering it to 
be an “illusion,” Schopenhauer saw self-generated action as the 
supreme truth upon which all subsequent knowledge claims (scien-

own willing occupying pride of place in his architectonic.33 
The resultant conception carves out a neglected notional space 

that allows Schopenhauer to agree with Wegner that conscious will 
is essentially the product of a confabulated narrative ex post facto, 
whilst holding fast to the idea that the will per se is there all along, 
toiling underneath the discursive reports we weave. Straddling the 
frontiers of philosophy of mind, epistemology, and metaphysics, this 
mixed position beckons us to countenance the causa sui—yet re-
minds us that this motive force shall always appear as determined by 
an antecedent factor.34 On this view, strict determinism reigns in the 
phenomenal realm, but the noumenal realm is governed by the non-

mind and action therefore divides the caused and the causa sui into 
two separate domains: the caused belongs to the phenomenal, which 
is represented, and the causa sui belongs to the noumenal, which 
cannot be represented. 

Of course, this way of accommodating apparently incompatible 
notions turns on an appeal to a thing-in-itself (here glossed as will). 
Kantianism has by now lost much of its purchase, so there is an 
understandable tendency among contemporary theorists to disavow 

32 See for example Richard E. Nisbett and Timothy DeCamp Wilson, “Telling 
More Than We Can Know: Verbal Reports on Mental Processes,” Psychological 
Review – Droege, “The Role of Unconscious-
ness.” It is also worth recalling that Freud was exposed to the ideas of Schopen-
hauer as a young man. For more on this point, see Frank J. Sulloway, Freud: 
Biologist of the Mind – . 
33 To assess the extent of the ontological disparity, one should compare the 

Einstein quoted at the close of Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will  
34 Arthur Schopenhauer, , 
second edition (revised and augmented by the author), (tr.) E. F. J. Payne (La 
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the very idea of the noumenal.35 While I share these reservations, I 
would not be so quick to dismiss the possibility, urged by Schopen-
hauer, that the primitive impetus animating bodily agency is the 
exception to an otherwise sober rule (likewise, I do not see why the 
idea that phenomenological inquiry might be limited in its descrip-
tive reach Commenting 
on Schopenhauer’s theory of knowledge, David Hamlyn writes:  

 
It is not simply that knowledge of agency is not like other kinds of 
knowledge; it is different in being immediate. Unfortunately, the 
notion of immediate knowledge...is not clear, despite the numer-
ous occasions on which it has been invoked in philosophy. Pre-
sumably, to say that knowledge is immediate is to say that it is 
not mediated by anything.36  
 

I believe it is here that Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic framework 
has much to offer. 

Peirce argued that any representation involves an irreducible 

this vehicle stands, and third, a mediating term of some sort for 
which there is such a “standing for.” In many ways, this is a very 

place-holders. Still, it is a robust formula, as the three components 

anything to represent. Delete any relatum, and the bond that sus-
tained the representation collapses. An im-mediate relation, then, 
would be just that: a mere relation between two things that has no 
representational value (although it can have one, if taken as such by 
something external to it). Far from concluding from this that only 
what is represented exists, Peirce insisted that the triadic character 
of representation entails a way out of Idealism, compelling us to 
countenance realities that are patently non-representational (or 

35 Carl Hausman, for example, is led to the same (Peircean) view as the one 
developed in this paper, yet writes “I trust that this conclusion about the role of 
pre-cognitive experience will not be criticized for implying a commitment to the 
legitimacy of the concept of a thing-in-itself.” See Carl Hausman, “T. L. Short’s 
Theory of Signs,” –

: However, Hausman does not explain this statement—the reasons 
why such a commitment should be deemed shameful are apparently too obvious 
to be rehearsed. 
36 David Hamlyn, “Schopenhauer and Knowledge,” The Cambridge Companion to 
Schopenhauer
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more appropriately sub-representational).37 As I proceed to show, 
this Peircean semiotic viewpoint allows us to better comprehend 
Schopenhauer’s contention that the will is not an appearance. 

The construal of representation at work in semiotics is arguably 
far more sophisticated than anything found in Schopenhauer’s cor-
pus. After all, for Schopenhauer, theoretical philosophy was but a 
means to a more spiritual and aesthetic end38; whereas, for Peirce, it 
was the focal point of an almost obsessive lifelong pursuit.39 Yet, in 
spite of their different emphases, I believe the philosophies of Scho-
penhauer and Peirce are, in crucial respects, mutually supportive. I 
do not mean to suggest that Schopenhauer’s work somehow antici-
pated that of Peirce (or that Peirce’s work recapitulated that of 
Schopenhauer). Rather, my contention is simply that the construal of 
the will as noumenal can be carefully extracted from its original 
context and made more rigorous by disrobing it of the Kantian idiom 
in which it was originally formulated.40 

 

Semiotic Subsumption 

Viewed from the standpoint of Peircean semiotics, what Schopen-
hauer states, in effect, is that although the declarative intelligibility 
expected of free agents is possible solely by recourse to triadic 
representation, this appeal does not preclude, but in fact presuppos-
es, a dyadic relation that is patently not beholden to any form of 
mediation by the mind.41 This technical gloss augments Schopen-
hauer’s unique construal of agency with Peirce’s seminal recognition 
that three-term relations subsume two-term relations. Hence, even 
though the will is exercised in events which require the addition of a 
third term in order to be interpreted, we can logically discern its 

37 Charles S. Pierce, The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings  
– Hereafter referred to 

 
38 David E. Cartwright, Schopenhauer: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge 

 
39 Joseph Brent, Charles Sanders Peirce: A Life (Bloomington: Indiana University 

 
40 This is of course achieved at the price of infringing upon the sanctity of the 
author’s intent; however, my goal in this paper is substantive, not exegetic. 
41 For a statement of the semiotic theory of mind informing my discussion, see 
Charles S. Peirce, The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings

– Hereafter referred to 
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ordinal priority in such events (I will say more about this cognitive 
operation in the following section). 

e-

Similarly, it is part of Schopenhauer’s account that the very presence 
of effort on the part of an agent requ

cardinal point of Schopenhauer’s doctrine that as far as human-
beings are concerned the will manifests itself only in doing.”42 The 
insight provided by the will thus comes by way of a visceral con-
tact—a situated collision of subject and object that has nothing to do 
with deliberation and conceptual knowledge. It is not so much that a 
lack of confrontation would let our striving spread off evenly into a 
void, like a soundless scream in outer space (which would corre-
spond to Peirce’s “Firstness”). Rather, the very absence of constraint, 
one could say, makes will constitutively impossible.43 

In contrast with internalist accounts of the mind, this view coun-
tenances relations that have one foot in the external world.44 In a 
passage reminiscent of Schopenhauer, Peirce writes: “A door is 
slightly ajar. You try to open it. Something prevents. You put your 
shoulder against it, and experience a sense of effort and a sense of 
resistance. These are not two forms of consciousness; they are two 
aspects of one two-

the presence of two and only two things prohibits the emergence of a 
causal chain or direction of priority. It is more like a duel—and at 
this categorial level of “Secondness,” the duelists have no inkling as 
to who is winning or whether they are in fact part of a greater melee. 
Peirce goes on to write: “For will, then, as one of the great types of 
consciousness, we ought to substitute the polar sense,” where “polar 

 
That said, just as Schopenhauer incorporated both will and repre-

sentation into the mix, so Peirce recognized that an interpretation is 
needed in order make this two- e-
quently, Peirce held that “he who wills is conscious of doing so, in the 

42 David Hamlyn, “Schopenhauer on Action and the Will,” in Idealism Past and 
Present,   
43  
44 An internalist account is defended by Terry Horgan, “Agentive Phenomenal 
Intentionality and the Limits of Introspection,” Psyche
unpaginated. 
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sense of representing to himself that he does so.”45 Most contempo-
rary advocates of a phenomenology of agency would probably con-
cur with such a statement. However, in keeping with their methodo-

-person reports at face value, they would 
regard such mediation as unproblematic. By contrast, Schopenhauer 
and Peirce argue that the mere fact of representing an episode of 
willing introduces an additional feature not possessed by the will. 

What mediation by the mind adds is conformity to the principle of 

a constitutive need to make anything and everything intelligible in 
terms of antecedent causes (which extend serially in both direc-

ot determined by a 

agency support this view. Bayne and Levy, for instance, remark that 
“even if it is possible to experience oneself as a mover, it does not 
follow that it is possible to experience oneself as an unmoved mover. 
It is hard to see how one could experience an agent causal relation as 
undetermined by prior states.”46 This is a philosophical realization, 
and it applies to experimental subjects and clinical observers alike. 
We might say it is a normal, and even desirable, by-product of being 

n-
hauer did not think this epistemological condition of possibility—
which he fully acknowledged and even helped to clarify in his FR—
entails the metaphysical nonexistence of the will.47 This is because 

extending it beyond its proper scope to things that are in no way 
acting as signs: 

 
 general is the expression of 

the fundamental form at the very core of our cognitive faculty, 
namely the basic form of necessary connexion between all our 
objects, i.e., our representations.... But for this very reason we are 

, as the absolute eternal order of the 
world and of all that exists, such a principle, outside and inde-
pendently of the mechanism of our cognitive faculty from which it 
has sprung.48 

45 Charles S. Peirce, Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, (ed.) C. Harts-
horne, P. Weiss, and A. W. Burks (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, –

  
46  
47 Atwell, Schopenhauer on the Character of the World  
48 Schopenhauer, On the Fourfold Root  
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of psychological mechanisms have an oil and water relationship, 
having never been properly reconciled.”49 His proposed solution is to 
further entrench this dualism by investigating one side with mecha-
nistic natural science and appealing to epiphenomenalism to explain 
(away?) all the leftovers.50 In contrast, the model I am proposing 
strives to exhibit the unique relation of subsumption that binds 
representation and action. Peircean semiotics insists that represen-
tation presupposes a mediating interpretation that brings into rela-
tion two things—but not the other way round. Armed with this 
categorial scheme, we can recast Schopenhauer’s thesis by saying 
that represented acts of will are a three-place relationship between a 
mind, a body, and a world (each broadly construed). Yet, if we strip 
away what is responsible for the interpretation, we get an unrepre-
sented event that is a two-sided altercation between a body and a 
world. While this altercation entails that the structures of agency and 
thought are very different, such a difference does not thereby trans-
late into incompatibility. On the contrary, we are in a position to see 
how those two realms interlock, insofar as every triadic relation 
logically presupposes a dyadic one. 

Bayne and Pacherie are thus correct to ho -
awareness undoubtedly contains narrative elements, but it is not 
narrative all the way down.”51 After all, interpretations of doing—
accurate or otherwise—are different in kind than the act of doing. 
What is now required is a tangible reason why representations could 

life has long been remarked for its stream-like structure, where one 
thought quite literally leads to another.52 Such a stream is clearly 
amenable to phenomenological scrutiny. A bodily act, however, is a 

49 Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will,  
50 Irrespective of any outside criticisms, this stance faces a host of internal 

feeling that occurs to a person.” (Ibid. later adds that “this body-
based signature is a highly useful tool” in that it “helps us to tell the difference 
between things we’re doing and all the other things that are happening in and 
around us.” (Ibid made here: something “useful” 

cterized as 
merely epiphenomenal. 
51 Tim J. Bayne and Elisabeth Pacherie, “Narrators and Comparators: The Archi-
tecture of Agentive Self-Awareness,” Synthese –

 
52 William James, The Principles of Psychology

–  
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discrete occurrence, if anything is.53 Moreover, any such act is caus-
al
moves things about). So, the succession of thoughts needs to be 

otherwise we will be faced with a regress of representations. In 
short, we need a theory that carves out a place for action. 
Schopenhauer provides such a theory. 

The Schopenhauerian stance is that our bodily participation in 

discursive articulation. By contrast, the illusion claim propounded by 
Wegner effectively throws a cloak of mystery over human agency. On 
his view, it is not merely that subjects apprehend their willing 
through a mnemonic lens; rather, such a lens is held to be opaque. 
The irony is that Schopenhauer was in many respects the forebear of 
this view. Yet, instead of hastily endorsing what can best be de-
scribed as a “disenchanted” view of the human predicament, he 
provided complex philosophical, psychological, and biological argu-
ments that in the end vindicate—inadvertently, as it happens—our 
intuitive sense that we have an active part to play in constituting our 
lives.54 Thus, let us not forget that the thinker who pioneered the 
confabulation account also made it a point to underscore that causal 
forces always leave the will itself singularly untouched. 
 

Prescission and Indexicality 

In the course of his phenomenological investigations, Merleau-Ponty 
was compelled to acknowledge that “the perception of our own 
body” in action betokens “a logic lived through” that attains clarity 

53 In “Can ‘I’ Prevent You from Entering my Mind?” (in Phenomenology and the 
Cognitive Sciences, vol. – that 
show how discrepancies in proprioceptive feedback that 
begin to dissipate the phenomenological feel of being in control of a movement, 
and I note that, “if the sense of agency is inversely proportionate to the delay, 
then the lower limit of such a temporal gradation (which marks no discrepancy) 
would have to entail an absolute agentive involvement in an hic et nunc 
event...insofar as an ‘instantaneous feedback’ bereft of any sequentiality is no 

 
54 Compare the two-tiered psychological model proposed by Janet Metcalfe and 
Walter Mischel, “A Hot/Cool-
Willpower,” Psychological Review – o-
sophical account given by Julian Young in Willing and Unwilling: A Study in the 
Philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer  
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“only through experiencing certain natural signs.”55 The subsump-
tion I have just canvassed, where triadic relations asymmetrically 

d-
ing of the objects of my surroundings is implicit and presupposes no 
thematization or ‘representation’ of my body or milieu.”56 One might 
wonder, then, why phenomenological investigation cannot handle 
the topic agency, while semiotics can. 

This question can be answered by reviewing how many things are 
needed for there to be a sign. We may begin with two untendentious 
premises. First, we collect assent to the logical dictum that whatever 
is complex is composed of simples. This realization (which so capti-
vated Leibniz and later Russell) is as secure as it is trivial. However, 
the realization becomes crucially important once we grant a second 

already complex—very complex in fact. Of course, phenomenologists 
of all stripes have long noted this.57 Semiotics, though, is not phe-
nomenology, so no methodological constraint forbids the semiotician 
to adulterate this baseline of lived experience. Therefore, we may 
take this complexity and begin to remove some items. This move—
termed “prescission”—is permissible because, as stated, anything 
complex subsumes something simpler. In prescinding, then, we 
attend to some elements and deliberately neglect others.58 

55 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, (tr.) C. Smith (London: 
 

56 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Signs, (tr.) R. C. McCleary (Evanston: Northwestern 
. Emphasis added. 

57 For a particularly strong (if at times cryptic) statement of this, see Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, (tr.) A. Lingis, (ed.) C. Lefort (Evans-

 –  
58 In this sense, the method of presciss
inference rule applied to (in our case, three-term) conjunctions in logical deriva-
tion. Despite its utility, this parallel has limitations since t i-
cation applies to can exist on their own as robustly as the conjunction can. This, 
however, is not the case with all three elements of the sign relation, so there is a 
genuine need for a different label. For more on prescission, see Marc Cham-
pagne, “Explaining the Qualitative Dimension of Consciousness: Prescission 

Dialogue –
Charles S. Peirce’s Philosophy of Signs: Essays in Comparative Semiotics (Bloom-

– e-
nology and Semiotics,” in The Routledge Companion to Semiotics, (ed.) P. Cobley 

– Diagrammatology: An 
Investigation on the Borderlines of Phenomenology, Ontology, and Semiotics 

–  
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Now, suppose that, armed with this “focusing mechanism,”59 we 
have done quite a bit of pruning and are left with, say, only four 
things (here using the term “thing” loosely). Can there still be a sign? 
Certainly, since one of these things could conceivably stand for 
another to yet another.60 So we continue supposing simpler scenari-
os. Three items still allows for sign-action or semiosis. A major shift 
occurs, however, when we get down to two. Suddenly, the situation 
becomes too sparse for us to assemble anything plausibly resembling 
a sign. We, as thinkers gleaning this fact, do not suddenly vanish 
from existence; we have been (and remain) there all along. However, 
in supposing increasingly simpler states of affairs, we eventually 
learn something informative about the constitutive conditions of 

rather smoothly, and although the resulting setting becomes more 

intuitions prevents semiosis from unfolding. When we dip below 
three elements, however, we hit a real barrier that involves imper-
sonal considerations, which are not at all the product of whim or 
social convention. 

With only two things there can be no sign action, and this for 
principled (i.e., demonstrable) reasons. And since two, and only two, 
things are involved in acts of agency61, we can better understand 
Schopenhauer’s claim that, in order for one to seize upon the true 
nature of the will, one has to “think away” the contribution of the 

62 
Peirce recognized that the conclusions arrived at by way of 

prescission manifest a persuasive force different from the sort pro-

59 The expression comes from Stjernfelt, Diagrammatology  
60 See Barend van Heusden, “Dealing with Difference: From Cognition to Semiot-
ic Cognition,” Cognitive Semiotics –
Terrence W. Deacon, “Shannon–Boltzmann–
(Part II),” Cognitive Semiotics –  
61 Semiotic inquiry is not preoccupied solely with such rudimentary structures. 
If no methodological restriction is placed on how many things one can counte-
nance, one is free to run an account that helps itself to far richer descriptions of 
conscious life (and life simpliciter
reasons to think that, once interpretation enters the picture, things have to get 
complex. See Marc Champagne, “Some Semiotic Constraints on Metarepresenta-
tional Accounts of Consciousness,” in 
Semiotics –  
62 Perhaps this explains why Peirce’s rejection of things in themselves was 

absolutely 
incognizable.” ) 
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vided by traditional logical argumentation.63 The kinship between 
this Peircean appeal to the self-evident and phenomenology is by 
now widely recognized64, and the complexity premise can justly be 

see). Yet, since 
quite a bit of epistemological doctoring needs to be done for that 
setting to yield the insights that are of interest to a study of signs, in 
prescinding we are performing something very different from phe-
nomenological description, which i
desire to capture human experience as it actually presents itself.65 
Hence, while such scholars as Spiegelberg66 are correct to draw a 
parallel between the semiotic tool of prescission and the Husserlian 
method of “eidetic variation,”67 I disagree with those68 who think 

experience whilst still falling under the rubric of the phenomenologi-
cal.69 

Most semioticians working in the Peircean tradition have come to 
reject the idea that interpretation is completely open-ended and thus 
accept that there is a constraint on what one can say truthfully.70 

63 “Quand l’apparence (se) fait signe : la n-
tation chez Peirce,” –

–  
64 For comparative analyses, see Charles J. Dougherty, “The Common Root of 
Husserl’s and Peirce’s Phenomenologies,” The New Scholasticism, v

: – erbert Spiegelberg, The Context of the Phenomenological 
Movement – Diagrammato-
logy –  
65 
when he adopted and when he dropped the phenomenological label.” (The 
Context ) For more on Peirce and Hegel, see Max H. Fisch, Peirce, Semeiotic, 
and Pragmatism (Bloomingto –  
66 Spiegelberg, The Context,  
67 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology, 

Gallagher and 
Zahavi, The Phenomenological Mind –  
68 Leila T. Haaparanta, “On the Possibility of Naturalistic and of Pure Epistemol-
ogy,” Synthese : –  
69 A similar view has recently been expressed by Vincent Colapietro, “On Behalf 
of the World,” The American Journal of Semiotics – : –

–

ule to infer “P and Q, therefore P,” then 
eidetic variation is akin to appealing to the commutative law to license “P and Q, 
therefore Q and P.” 
70 Umberto Eco, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University 
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Prescission calls attention to the fact that there is another limit to 
semiosis at its simpler bookend71—a constraint on what one can say 
tout court.72 It would, of course, be contradictory to claim that one 
can “think the unthinkable.” Philosophers eager to spot this contra-
diction often leap to an indiscriminate dismissal of the noumenal. 
Yet, there is no contradiction whatsoever in the claim that one can 
“touch the unthinkable.” That is what Schopenhauer and Peirce are 
saying. If one has a problem with such a suggestion, it certainly 
cannot be on account of any formal shortcoming. Interestingly, 
Peirce—who was no slouch in logic—diffused the objection that the 

noting that “if intelligibility be a category, it is not surprising but 
rather inevitable that other categories should be in different rela-
tions to this one.” 73 

As Wittgenstein famously urged in the seventh clause of his Trac-
tatus Logico-Philosophicus, the bounds of discourse must be respect-
ed, and whatever ineffable surplus lies beyond should be met with 
silence.74 In his survey of semiotic theories, Winfried 
taxonomizes this response as “transsemiotic agnosticism.”75 To a 

71 Umberto Eco, Kant and the Platypus: Essays on Language and Cognition (New 
 

72 Paul Livingston has argued that Anglo-American (“Analytic”) philosophy has 
been held particularly captive by the “assumption that structuralist forms of 
explanation can adequately account for everything that we ordinarily say about 
ourselves.” Paul Livingston, Philosophical History and the Problem of Conscious-
ness o-
phy of mind, by contrast, does not seem to be as severely handicapped by this 
assumption, and so is more receptive to the thesis—defended from different 
angles by Schopenhauer and Peirce alike—that, as a matter of logic, the action of 
signs must comprise its share of ineffability. 
73 Peirce did not always see things that way. In one of his earliest papers (from 

cognizability (in its widest sense) and being 

“phenomenology” from Hegel (
insisting that “the category of thought...is an essential ingredient of reality, yet 
does not by itself constitute reality, since this category...can have no concrete 
being without action, as a separate object on which to work its government....” 

lly dropped the 
contention that cognizability and being are coextensive, his mature view is very 
close to Schopenhauer’s. 
74 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Tr.) D. F. Pears and B. F. 

 
75 Winfried , Handbook of Semiotics (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
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certain extent, Schopenhauer shares this stance—not surprisingly, 
since he was one of the few thinkers read by Wittgenstein.76 Never-
theless, Schopenhauer’s support of the thesis that whatever the mind 
handles must be represented as having causes was strategically 

p-
plies only to the representational domain, thereby leaving open the 
possibility of a more intimate mode of access that can bypass this 

stressed that logic exhausts all that can be put in language but inti-
mated that one could nevertheless try to “show” (“zeigen”) that 
which language and logic cannot capture77, Schopenhauer held that 
causality exhausts what can be represented but maintained that 
what can be represented does not exhaust all that is. And it is there, 
in that non-cognitive blind spot that narration cannot reach78, that 
the will dwells. 

Aside from prescissive analysis, is there any other way to bypass 
this limitation? Interestingly, semiotics studies the employment, not 
just of symbols, but of indices and icons as well. Indexicality is par-
ticularly germane. It is analogous to the will in that it is a dyadic 
relation that does not entail (but is entailed by) representation.79 
Just as one cannot exert effort upon a thing without being in contigu-
ous contact with it, so must one’s body be in the vicinity of an object 
in order to denote it by ostension. Of course, an interpretation (by 
oneself or someone else) is needed to seal the semiotic transaction, 
“otherwise what ‘this’ refers to is indeterminate: is it (for example) 
the door in front of me that I am pushing, the door in the wall, the 
wall in the building, the building in the city, and so on—what exactly 
is the ‘this’ to which my indexical refers, outside some further speci-

class of things to which the ‘this’ belongs?”80 However, 
when we clarify the referent by adding a third ingredient, we ipso 
facto ensure that we are no longer dealing with just two things.81 

–  
76 S. Morris Engel, “Schopenhauer’s Impact on Wittgenstein,” in Schopenhauer: 
His Philosophical Achievement –
Robert Wicks, Schopenhauer –  
77 Catherine Legg, “This is Simply What I Do,” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research : –  
78 Neeley, “Schopenhauer and the Limits of Language,”  
79 Eco, The Limits of Interpretation Basics of Semiotics (Bloom-

–  
80 Stern, “Peirce, Hegel, and the Category of Secondness,”  
81 To be sure, in the locution “I just can’t describe it,” the index “it” (vaguely) 
circumscribes the area of reality that escapes description. To that extent, one 
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To the extent one endorses a sign-theoretic approach to the study 
of consciousness, it is self-contradictory to countenance triads whilst 
denying the simpler relations these presuppose. The commitment is 
optional, but the entailment is not. It is hard to see, though, how 
phenomenological reports could ever do without the employment of 
signs. So, if Schopenhauer’s central thesis is correct, and acts of the 
will are by themselves too brute to be genuine phenomena, then 
traditional phenomenological strategies like “bracketing”82 will bring 
no succor in the laudable quest for a better understanding of agency. 
Of course, knowing in detail why the two-term relations involved in 
acts of the will fall below the level of representation (and thus intel-
ligibility) does not spontaneously give one the means to escape that 
descriptive limitation. Prescission can only do so much. Thus, while I 
see nothing in the Schopenhauerian theses previously canvassed that 
bars an informative semiotic account of agency, it goes without 
saying that, as embodied human beings, the semiotician and the 
phenomenologist are both condemned to the same fate. 

 

Conclusion 

For an exercise of agency to be free, it would have to “proceed abso-
lutely and quite originally from the will itself, without being brought 
about necessarily by antecedent conditions, and hence also without 
being determined by any anything according to a rule.”83 This poses 
a problem, since “the positing of a ground, in all of its meanings, is 
the essential form of our entire cognitive faculty,” whereas in trying 
to conceive an uncaused act “we are here asked to refrain from 
positing a ground.”84 I have proposed a new way to look at this thesis 
by arguing, with the help of C. S. Peirce, that our ability to layer a 
triadic interpretation upon our bodily struggles with the world 
neither usurps nor annuls the brute dyad that it subsumes. 

While this revised Peircean take on the Schopenhaurian account 
of agency lends some support to the criticisms of illusionism inde-
pendently put forth by Bayne and Gallagher, it does so at the price of 

can succeed in reporting where (roughly) the relevant limitations lie. However, 
one must not lose sight of the fact that the only robust referential work a sen-
tence like “I just can’t describe it” succeeds in doing is a (second-order) descrip-
tion of the inability at hand—  
82 Gallagher and Zahavi, The Phenomenological Mind – . 
83 Arthur Schopenhauer, Essay on the Freedom of the Will, (tr.) K. Kolenda 

 
84 Ibid –  
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undermining the phenomenological descriptions they have called 
for. These philosophers of mind prescribe phenomenology to coun-
ter “will skeptics,” who are presumed to be skeptical on naturalist 
grounds. I have introduced a view that sees agency as escaping not 
only third- -person description as well. De-
spite its Romanticist origins, this view can be motivated by a semiot-
ic analysis of what it means to represent a bodily act (this is, per-
haps, as close as we shall ever come to “naturalizing” voluntarism). 

Schopenhauer warned that “that which exists independently of 
our knowledge and of all knowledge, is to be regarded as something 
quite different from the representation and all its attributes, and 

 This warning should be 
taken seriously: given that the will forever lies unrepresented, it is 
answerable to modalities wholly incommensurate with those gov-

Phenomenologists have long issued 
statutes of methodological limitation on what certain research 
programs can, even in principle, hope to achieve.85 I have suggested 
that the phenomenological project might harbor a blind spot of its 
own. e-

neglect of the topic; perhaps it arises from the fact that the phenom-
enology of agency appears to be less vivid and stable than the phe-
nomenology of perception.”86 Although it is entirely correct to speak 
of a relative neglect (and to suspect this as a probable cause of our 
poor phenomenological understanding), the account of agency 
outlined here suggests that the “obscurity” alluded to by the authors 
might be intrinsic to the topic—albeit not for any lack of vividness.87 

 
 

gnosiology@hotmail.com 

85 A prominent example would be Hubert L. Dreyfus, What Computers Can’t Do: A 
  

86 Bayne and Levy, “The Feeling of Doing,” –  
87 I want to thank Jim Vernon, David Jopling, Sam Mallin (deceased), Abigail 
Klassen, Geeta Raghunanan, Joshua Mugg, Henry Jackman, Ryan Tonkens, Jes 
Vang, and Julian Young. 

                                                                 



Revue 
canadienne de 

philosophie

Canadian 
Philosophical 
Review

Book Symposium — Moral Responsibility in Collective Contexts

Collective Roles, Responsibilities, and Relatings: Tracy Isaacs on 

Moral Responsibilities in Collective Contexts

ALICE MACLACHLAN

Corporate Neglect: A Comment on Isaacs

CHRIS MACDONALD

Isaacs on the Division of Collective and Individual Responsibility

BRIAN LAWSON

Collective Responsibility and Collective Feeling

AMI HARBIN

Response to Critics

TRACY ISAACS

Articles

Rational Justifi cation and Mutual Recognition in Substantive Domains

KENNETH R. WESTPHAL

Kitcher’s Explanatory Demand and the Appropriate-Means 

Requirement on Successful Action

BYEONG D. LEE

Concept Possession, Cognitive Value and Anti-individualism

VÍCTOR M. VERDERO

Referring to the Qualitative Dimension of Consciousness: Iconicity 

instead of Indexicality

MARC CHAMPAGNE

Book reviews/Comptes rendus

Books received/Livres reçus

Canadian Philosophical Review  Revue canadienne de philosophie

volume 53  number 1  March/Mars 2014volume 53  number 1  March/Mars 2014

 Cambridge Journals Online
For further information about this journal 
please go to the journal web site at: 
journals.cambridge.org/dia

D
IA
L
O
G
U
E

 
vo

lu
m

e 53  n
u

m
ber

 1  M
a

rch
/M

a
r

s 2014
 

issn
 0012-2173



 Dialogue  53 (2014), 135–  182  .
© Canadian Philosophical Association /Association canadienne de philosophie 2013
doi:10.1017/S0012217313000899

                Referring to the Qualitative Dimension 
of Consciousness: Iconicity instead of 
Indexicality 

       MARC     CHAMPAGNE            York University  

          ABSTRACT:  This paper suggests that reference to phenomenal qualities is best under-
stood as involving iconicity, that is, a passage from sign-vehicle to object that exploits 
a similarity between the two. This contrasts with a version of the ‘phenomenal con-
cept strategy’ that takes indexicality to be central. However, since it is doubtful that 
phenomenal qualities are capable of causally interacting with anything, indexical 
reference seems inappropriate. While a theorist like David Papineau is indepen-
dently coming to something akin to iconicity, I think some of the awkwardness that 
plagues his account would be remedied by transitioning to a more inclusive philos-
ophy of signs.   

  RÉSUMÉ :  Cet article suggère que la référence aux qualités phénoménales devrait 
être conçue comme mettant à l’œuvre l’iconicité, c’est-à-dire un passage de véhi-
cule à objet qui exploite une similarité entre les deux. Ceci s’oppose à une version 
de la «stratégie des concepts phénoménaux» selon laquelle l’indexicalité jouerait 
un rôle central. Or, étant donné qu’il est peu probable que les qualités phénomé-
nales soient capables d’interagir avec quoi que ce soit, la référence indiciaire semble 
ne pas convenir. Quoi qu’un théoricien tel David Papineau parvienne indépendam-
ment à quelque chose de semblable à l’iconicité, je crois que certains aspects pro-
blématiques qui accompagnent sa théorie se dissiperaient si l’on adoptait une 
philosophie du signe plus englobante.      
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      1      Perry ( 1997 ).  
      2      Jackson ( 1982 ;  1986 ). Throughout this paper, I assume prior familiarity with 

Jackson’s argument.  
      3      Russell (1910–11).  

     In     reference to its object, this footprint is a perfect icon, although reversed like the 
image of a person looking at himself in a mirror. But it is  at the same time  the index 
of a presence on the island, and not just any presence.... The sign in itself has its own 
existence, an existence of a non-sign, one might say, just as an ambassador, although 
representing his country, is what he is in reference to himself....   

  Gérard Deledalle,  Charles S. Peirce’s Philosophy of Signs  (2000)  

   Peirce himself, like Leibniz, gave to the world only fragments of his system, with the 
result that he has been very thoroughly misunderstood, not least by those who pro-
fessed to be his admirers. I am—I confess to my shame—an illustration of the undue 
neglect from which Peirce has suffered in Europe.   

  Bertrand Russell, foreword to James Feibleman’s  
   Introduction to Peirce’s Philosophy Interpreted as a System  (1946)  

   Introduction 
 You and your friend are sitting in a coffee shop when all of a sudden a stranger 
walks in. ‘Oh my,’ your friend whispers, ‘that man looks just like my father.’ 
Your friend’s father, whom you never met, died years ago in a fi ery blaze that 
destroyed all photos of him. Given this lack of causal exposure, it would seem 
you can never know what your friend has in mind when she thinks of her father. 
Nevertheless, thanks to this look-alike, you now have a sense of what her men-
tal state is like. The two of you have managed this by means of an  icon . 

 Given the privacy that allegedly separates conscious minds, such a prom-
ising sign-exchange is certainly worth investigating (perhaps the icon cannot 
bear the weight of scepticism, but that is something to be argued for, not 
taken for granted). Unfortunately, glancing at the topics covered by recent 
books on consciousness, one rarely fi nds the term ‘icon.’ The term ‘index,’ by 
contrast, abounds. That is strange, considering that both notions originated 
in C. S. Peirce’s symbol/index/icon tripartition. 

 Although iconicity remains poorly understood, indexicality is now a staple  1   
  and has recently been invoked to account for how we refer to qualitative expe-
riences. The neuroscientist, Mary, in Frank Jackson’s knowledge argument  2   
enjoys an experiential exposure that enriches her mastery of a fabric of symbols. 
Using a terminology introduced by Bertrand Russell,  3   we can say that Mary in 
the cave can muster ‘descriptions,’ but will lack a more intimate ‘acquaintance’ 
until and unless she undergoes those experiences forbidden to her. By directing 
one’s attention at a specifi c time and place, an index can broker acquaintance. 
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      4      See Perry (2001, pp. 97, 146).  
      5      Bigelow and Pargetter (2004, p. 194).  
      6      For the historical roots of this term (originally coined by Locke), see Deely 

( 2003 ). For the history of the inquiry ( not  carried out by Locke), see Deely 
( 2001 ). In this essay, I apply the label ‘semiotician’ to whoever makes it their 
business to rigorously refl ect on sign-action as a topic worthy of attention in its 
own right. Since linguistic signs are only one species among others, philosophy 
of signs encompasses philosophy of language as a branch or subfi eld (Deely  1990 , 
pp. 75–76).  

      7      The expression comes from Stoljar ( 2005 ).  
      8      Levine ( 1983 ).  

The recent suggestion is that, when Mary exits her confi nes, she will refer to 
her new experience as ‘this’ feeling.  4   

 I agree that “[s]ome kinds of knowledge require distinctive forms of engage-
ment between the knower and the known.”  5   Judged by that standard, indices 
indeed bring us closer to their referents than do symbols. However, I think 
the standard roster of options is too coarse, since according to the sign theory 
developed by Peirce, there are  three  ways one can refer to objects: by descrip-
tion, acquaintance, and  shared quality . I will argue that knower and known 
are at their closest when they share a common quality, and that this is what 
would have to be involved in successful reference to phenomenality. 

 My argumentative journey will start on familiar soil, methodically venture 
into semiotic  6   terrain, and then return to the point of departure to see how the 
new ideas can shed light on recalcitrant issues. I will begin by looking at the 
phenomenal concept strategy, specifi cally those versions that appeal to indexi-
cality in order to account for reference to qualia ( section 1 ). I will then look at 
how philosophy of signs in the Peircean tradition countenances a neglected mode 
of iconic reference which, unlike the actual exposure required by indexicality, 
turns on a shared quality ( sections 2 and 3 ). In order to show that there is a need 
for this notion, I will discuss the work of David Papineau, whose recent views 
gravitate towards something very close to the icon ( section 4 ). Finally, using 
the ideas laid down in the earlier sections, I will try to reformulate in a more 
explicit way Papineau’s claim that, in order to truly refer to phenomenal qual-
ities, those very qualities would have to be ‘included in’ the concept employed 
( sections 5 and 6 ).   

 1.     The Indexical Phenomenal Concept Strategy 
 The ‘phenomenal concept strategy’  7   is an attempt to preserve physicalist com-
mitments while accounting for why there appears to be a ‘gap’  8   when it comes 
to explaining the qualitative dimension of consciousness. The general idea is 
that, since we have special concepts to pick out conscious states, whatever 
diffi culties we have fi tting consciousness into a naturalist picture may owe to 
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      9      The strategy thus caters to what Chalmers (1996, pp. 165–168) calls ‘type-B’ 
materialists, that is, those who accept that there is an epistemic gap between the 
physical and the phenomenal but who deny an ontological gap.  

      10      See Balog ( 2009 ) for a survey.  
      11      Perry (1979, p. 6).  
      12      Blome-Tillmann ( 2008 ).  
      13      Kim ( 2010 ).  
      14      Perry (1979, p. 5).  
      15      Block ( 1990 ).  
      16      O’Dea (2002, p. 180).  
      17      O’Dea (2002, p. 175).  
      18      Chalmers (2007, p. 167).  

the peculiar nature of those concepts.  9   Although there are several variants of 
the strategy vying for adoption,  10   I will focus on those that call upon the notion 
of an index. 

 Indexicality is usually taken to be the direct mode of reference whereby 
language comes into contact with whatever it denotes. Before it got enlisted in 
debates about consciousness, indexicality was introduced to a wide audience 
by John Perry, whose original intent was to challenge the view that proposi-
tions “have a truth-value in an absolute sense, as opposed to merely being true 
for a person or at a time.”  11   Perry looked to indexicality as a means of pinning 
propositional attitudes down to the world, thereby permitting a better treatment 
of some diffi cult cases. The idea of indexing meanings to contextual circum-
stances is less controversial than the idea of indexing truth-values.  12   In philos-
ophy of language though, Perry’s proposal has become a common place. We 
use some words like ‘this’ in specifi c contexts, and these contexts fi x what (in 
the world) those words point to.  13   

 Given Perry’s preoccupation, indices came to be seen as linguistic devices 
“about where one is, when it is, and who one is.”  14   According to John O’Dea, this 
explains the intuitive force of thought-experiments like the inverted spectrum.  15   
O’Dea argues, for instance, that a disagreement between an Earthling and 
a Martian about what each would mean by ‘I am in pain’ would be “tantamount 
to a disagreement over whether Earth is  here  or Mars is  here .”  16   O’Dea 
surmises that “[t]he irreducibility of sensory terms... may be nothing more than 
a straightforward consequence of their indexicality.”  17   Context-specifi city 
is thus invoked to explain (away?) talk of conscious states. “If this is right, 
then we may not have a straightforward physical explanation of conscious-
ness, but we have the next best thing: a physical explanation of why we fi nd 
an explanatory gap.”  18   

 This indexical account thus strikes a bargain with scepticism: one can suc-
cessfully refer to, say, the fact that one is now enjoying an experience of green, 
but the sign one uses to achieve this act of public reference cannot reach all 
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      19      O’Dea (2002, p. 176) cashes this out in terms of David Kaplan’s (1989, pp. 481–
564) distinction between the ‘content’ and ‘character’ of indexicals. On this view, 
the ‘character’ is what is common in two persons’ claims ‘I see a green thing,’ while 
the ‘content’ is whatever qualitative feel escapes functionalism. Chalmers (1996, 
pp. 201–209; 2010, pp. 541–568) builds this partial reach into his theory by distin-
guishing tiers of ‘primary’ and ‘secondary intensions.’  

      20      O’Dea (2002, p. 177).  
      21      Chalmers (1996, p. 205).  
      22      Some (e.g., Daddesio  1995 , p. 111) have taken gestures like pointing to be dif-

ferent from an index because, unlike a windmill moved by wind, a fi nger does 
not necessarily have to touch what it refers to. This is not a helpful distinction. 
To use an index, one has to place the sign-vehicle in the  vicinity  of the relevant 
object. Such vicinity, however, should not be construed too literally. One can 
point to Alpha Centauri in the night sky; but one has to  aim  at a specifi c location 
if one wants to aid/elicit a specifi c interpretation. The fact that spatial coordi-
nates matter in fi xing the reference shows that, even if distance is not an issue, 
causal considerations are essential to explaining why/how anything could be 
non-arbitrarily ‘sensitive’ to a context. For an advanced discussion of these issues, 
see West ( 2012 ).  

the way to the qualitative feel of the experience.  19   O’Dea illustrates this as 
follows:  20       

 This depiction seems to recapitulate, rather than solve, the ‘hard’ problem of 
consciousness.  21   Since qualia are not captured by causality and since indexi-
cality works precisely by exploiting causality  22  , qualia are not captured by 
indexicality. This means that the qualitative dimension of consciousness cannot 
truly affect or be affected by discourse. On the further assumption—mistaken, 
as I hope to show—that indexicality is our ultimate means of reference, the 
privacy of qualia follows. 

 Tenets in the philosophy of language thereby constrain what can be hoped 
for in epistemology: if meaning is always anchored to an utterer, then one 
can at best ‘believe’—not ‘know’—the claims others make about what it’s 
like to undergo a given conscious experience. Therefore, when prompted to 
convey how something feels, the convergence of two persons’ verbal reports 
and/or behavioural responses remains inconclusive. People, of course, remain 
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      23      Legg (2008, p. 210).  
      24      Loar (1997, p. 597). See also Levin (2007, pp. 88–89).  
      25      Masrour ( 2011 ).  
      26      Siegel (2011, p. 100).  

free to discuss how they feel, but they cannot  really  discuss how they feel. My 
goal in this paper is to fi nd a principled way to eradicate this second clause—to 
genuinely capture the experiential feel of ‘X’ or ‘Y’ in O’Dea’s illustration 
(I insist on ‘principled’ so as to exclude dismissals that dodge or miss the 
issue). 

 When Mary points to, say, a red rose and proclaims, ‘This is red,’ she does 
not mean that particular fl ower, then and there. Were this what she meant, one 
could destroy the colour red once and for all simply by burning the fl ower. 
Hence, while appealing to indexicality is relevant, it does not seem to get the 
reference in question quite right, at least when it comes to qualities. Seeing 
how “indexicality is now pretty much a given in mainstream analytic philos-
ophy, formal semantics has accreted some epicycles....”  23   In an attempt to sur-
mount the insuffi ciency of indices when it comes to consciousness, some have 
grafted the (much used but incomplete) type/token distinction onto indexical-
ity to yield what Brian Loar calls a ‘type-demonstrative,’ that is, a context-
specifi c gesture and/or utterance by which a subject somehow manages to refer 
to “ That type  of sensation.”  24   Alas, I do not think this fi nessing succeeds. It 
makes perfect sense that one should be able to point to tokens, since these 
supply the presence needed for indices to do their referential business. But 
types? If ‘type-demonstratives’ were truly possible, one could literally  see  gen-
erality. Surely, one can see  instances  of a law, kind, or habit—but not the law, 
kind, or habit itself. 

 This ability to ‘see’ types is supposedly achieved by ‘thick’ perception.  25   Of 
course, once an agent realizes that what she perceived was a token of a type, 
she can become convinced that she somehow ‘saw’ the type. That, however, 
would be an embellishment of hindsight. Given that the stream of conscious-
ness fl ows in a linear fashion, one way to test claims about so-called ‘thick-
ness’ would be to require a subject to ascertain—before any other tokens are 
experienced—whether there are in fact such other tokens. Clearly, a subject 
looking at a painting cannot tell, just by looking, whether it has ever been copied 
or mass produced. Rather than arguing that kind properties are only some-
times represented in experience, it seems more judicious to say that, when 
perceiving a single token, the most a subject is perceptually (and intellectually) 
entitled to answer is that a) it exists and b) another token like it  could  exist. 
Talk of ‘recognitional  dispositions ’  26   captures this, but confl ating the modal 
strength of (b) with the actuality of (a) would constitute a reifi cation. Loar 
asserts that ‘type-demonstratives’ are ‘recognitional concepts’ which, despite 
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      27      Loar (1997, p. 601).  
      28      Kaplan ( 1989 ); Perry ( 1979 ).  
      29      Note that ‘inscrutability’ with regards to pinpointing exact referents does not alter 

the fact that indexicality works by and on tokens, not types. It may not be obvious 
what to look for upon hearing, ‘Look there!,’ but it is obvious that, to fi nd out, one 
has to scan the nearby environment for a particular object or event and that any 
universal that might be intended by the demonstrative would be gleaned only  via  
that particular object or event. There is plenty of room in this account for falli-
bility in interpretation (Eco  1988 ). Nevertheless, whatever correctives would con-
strain interpretations in the long run (if, that is, dialogue and inquiry unfold) 
would have to be discrete and immanent—which is just to say that grasping laws, 
kinds, or habits requires observation and experience (even though exposure to the 
world is by no means the end of the story).  

      30      Russell ([1912] 1997, p. 101).  

their recognitional status, “need involve no reference to a past instance,” 
such that “[y]ou can forget particular instances and still judge ‘another one 
of those.’”  27   If one can do without past instances, what is the relatum in the 
judgement “another one of those”? That is a bit like saying that a sibling has no 
sibling(s). 

 The standard analysis (from Aristotle to Kant to Frege) breaks ‘this gerbil’ 
down into three components, insofar as a particular gets identifi ed as a member 
or instance of a kind or universal by an act of judgement. It was a tangible 
advance of 20 th  century philosophy of language to stress that, irrespective 
of how one glosses the ontological status of universals or the epistemological 
workings of judgement, context of use would have to be involved in securing 
reference to a particular.  28   Capitalizing on the well-deserved reputation of 
that account, ‘type-demonstratives’ (and ‘thick perceptions’) simply repeat this 
story to explain reference to (or perception of) universality. This implausi-
bly outstretches the resources of indexicality. 

 If one wants to refer to ‘gerbilhood’ by means of a situated sign-vehicle like 
‘this,’ then, given the generality of the intended target, there should be no reason 
to prefer one particular gerbil over another. Yet, since, in the end, not all gerbils 
will be pointed to, we can rightfully ask: why  this one ? The only sensible 
answer seems to be because it is in the vicinity of the utterer (needless to say, 
uttering ‘this’ with no gerbils present would not accomplish much). The claim 
that demonstratives pick out tokens  29   is therefore less contentious than the 
claim that demonstratives can somehow pick out types. 

 In one of his more cavalier moments, Russell held that “It is obvious… that 
we are acquainted with such universals as white, red, black, sweet, sour, loud, 
hard, etc., i.e., with qualities which are exemplifi ed in sense-data.”  30   Taking 
Russell at his word, if one is in contact with an ‘exemplifi cation,’ is it not a 
slide to construe this as contact with a universal? Russell added: “When we see 
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      31      Russell ([1912] 1997, p. 101).  
      32      Russell (1910–11, p. 108).  
      33      Chalmers (2003, p. 233) expresses similar worries about Russell’s stance. Perry 

(2001, pp. 97, 140), who is a proponent of the indexical phenomenal concept 
strategy, recognizes that knowledge of a type must pass via knowledge of its tokens 
(although he does not say much about how that passage happens).  

      34      Houser ( 2005 ).  
      35      Loar (1997, p. 601).  

a white patch, we are acquainted, in the fi rst instance, with the particular patch; 
but by seeing many white patches, we easily learn to abstract the whiteness 
which they all have in common, and in learning to do this we are learning to 
be acquainted with whiteness.”  31   Again, if learning and rational intervention is 
needed to get at the targeted quality, how can this still count as acquaintance, 
which is defi ned as a ‘direct’ mode of knowledge?  32   If one were truly capable 
of being acquainted with universals, these should simply present themselves 
to one, with no intervening particular(s). Needless to say, a subject-to-type 
access differs greatly from a (more plausible) subject-to-token-to-type access. 
Russell promises the former but delivers only the latter.  33   Picking out particular 
instances is by no means a negligible service. Yet, if on full consideration we 
must acknowledge that thought, comparison, and other deliberate intellectual 
interventions are needed, then these interventions need to fi gure in the offi -
cial account. 

 One might reply that it is a matter of coming across the ‘right’ exemplar. 
After all, if—in keeping with Peirce’s account of abduction  34  —the initial stage 
of establishing a sign-vehicle’s referent is (and cannot help but be) a surmise, 
then there is no reason why that surmise could not benefi t from beginner’s luck. 
If so, then the burden would be on the advocate of referential serendipity to 
explain why, in the vast majority of cases, we do not grasp types via a single 
token. In any event, confi rmation that one indeed guessed a type right from the 
get-go can be revealed only by further action/experience, so one cannot “forget 
particular instances and still judge ‘another one of those.’”  35   

 Ideally, a story of how one refers to the qualitative dimension of conscious-
ness should be such that whatever post-emergence Mary does or uses to refer 
to her novel colour experience(s) is not something she could have done or used 
in her pre-emergence condition, otherwise Mary would not need to emerge. 
Symbols clearly do not live up to this demand, since prior to seeing red, Mary 
can competently employ the word ‘red’ she has learned from the descriptions 
in her textbooks (the adjective ‘competently’ is warranted because Mary can 
draw more red-based inferences than most lay persons). Therefore, with a two-
fold menu of symbols and indices, all hope must be placed on the latter option. 
Interestingly, the indices favoured by many phenomenal concept strategists do 
not fare any better than symbols. Indeed, if one were to ask pre-emergence 
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      36      Schroer (2010, pp. 509–510).  
      37      For more on the type/token/tone distinction, see Champagne ( 2009a ); as well as 

Lachs and Talisse (2008, p. 777).  
      38      Jackson ( 2004a ;  2004b ).  
      39      Robinson (2008, p. 224).  

Mary what she means by the word ‘red,’ she could very well point to a diagram 
of the appropriate wavelength and answer ‘this one now.’ 

 Of course, we as outsiders are privy to the fact that Mary has brought the 
context-sensitive sign-vehicles ‘this’ and ‘now’ in the vicinity of an object 
ill-suited to truly convey what red ‘is like.’ But—and this is crucial—nothing 
in the indexical account permits one to regard her gesture as a blunder. This 
shows that another mode of reference is needed. I thus agree that “in order to 
be successful, the Phenomenal Concept Strategy needs... to explain how these 
concepts afford us a rich and substantial grasp of their referents.”  36   

 In contrast with indices, icons work only if (and only because) the qualities 
match. What matters in iconicity is not that the sign-vehicle is  near  its object 
but rather that the sign-vehicle is  like  its object. Hence, if nothing in Mary’s 
room is coloured, nothing in that room can be used to refer to colours. To 
be sure, the confi nes of pre-emergence Mary are fi lled with other icons. One 
pencil, for example, might resemble another pencil, and could thus be used 
to iconically refer to the other (and vice versa). Alas, familiarity with offi ce 
supplies is not what is at stake, so emergence from the cave is needed for 
the relevant colour icons to become possible. Mary’s eventual exit is there-
fore doubly enriching: not only does she get to experience something new, 
she also gains access to the various sign-vehicles capable of conveying the 
quality at hand. As we shall see, this is because, in iconicity, sign-vehicle 
and object are one and the same. 

 The type/token distinction was originally meant to be threefold and 
include the neglected notion of tone.  37   As a fi rst approximation, the referential 
relation I will champion could be characterized as a ‘tone-demonstrative’: 
a sign-vehicle that refers to an object by sharing a common quality with 
that object. Of course, the very fact that a similarity is apprehended attests 
to the presence of two (or more) tokens brought together by an interpreta-
tion. Hence, whenever an icon actualizes its power to resemble something 
like it, it automatically becomes an index. In this sense, whatever qualita-
tive unity there is can be evinced only artifi cially (by ‘prescission’). Still, 
as I hope to show, such an analysis suffi ces to establish that only icons could 
refer to qualia. 

 In order to preview how these ideas can contribute to current debates, let us 
look briefl y at the argument which led Frank Jackson  38   to abandon the conclu-
sions he once drew from his famous thought-experiment. Howard Robinson 
renders Jackson’s rationale as follows:  39     
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      1.      Reference to any  x  involves causal infl uence from  x  to the referential act.  40    
     2.      If  x  is epiphenomenal then it has no causal infl uence on anything, so  a 

fortiori , not on any referential act.  
  Therefore,  
     3.      If  x  is epiphenomenal then it is something to which we cannot refer.  
  Therefore,  
     4.      If qualia are epiphenomenal then they cannot be objects of reference.  
     5.      Qualia (if they exist) are what we refer to by using our phenomenal 

concepts.  
  Therefore,  
     6.      If qualia exist and are epiphenomenal then they can and cannot be objects 

of reference.  
  Therefore,  
     7.      Epiphenomenalism about qualia is incoherent.   

   
  Robinson believes the above argument is sound. I disagree; it is valid but 
unsound. Indeed, I contend that premise (1) is false, since there exists a mode 
of reference which, though not mind-dependent like symbols, does not rest on 
causality. Once we incorporate the icon in the overall picture, the terms of the 
debate shift: working out the logic, (3) and (4) become false, so (6) and (7) no 
longer follow. The remainder of this article will be concerned with showing 
why premise (1) is false.   

 2.     Removing Relations 
 In a survey of debates about consciousness, Paul Livingston identifi es Charles 
Sanders Peirce as the earliest English-speaking philosopher to have used the 
term ‘qualia.’ Livingston remarks that, “[f]or Peirce, qualia (often used as cog-
nate to ‘qualities’) were already the most basic constituents of the totality of 
sensory experience, the ground of what he called Firstness or immediacy.”  41   
Peirce was primarily interested in studying how signs work  42   and all that this 
action of signs presupposes,  43   and his analyses shed direct light on the topic of 
phenomenal qualities. The foundational insight of Peirce’s inquiry (rooted in 
medieval sign theory  44  ) is that if any sign is truly to act as a sign, it must be a 

      40      The claim that “[r]eference to any  x  involves causal infl uence from  x  to the referential 
act” obviously does not apply to symbolic description. However, Jackson insists (with 
Russell) that true descriptions must be reducible to acquaintances. As Jackson puts it, 
“[o]ur knowledge of the sensory side of psychology has a causal source,” such that all 
our “entitlement comes back to causal impacts of the right kinds” (2004a, p. 418).  

      41      Livingston (2004, p. 6).  
      42      Savan ( 1987 ).  
      43      Deely ( 1990 ).  
      44      See Beuchot and Deely ( 1995 ).  



Referring to the Qualitative Dimension of Consciousness    145 

      45      Fisch ( 1983 ).  
      46      Balog (2009, p. 296).  
      47      See Prinz (2002, pp. 25–32) for a discussion of ‘imagism’ in the cognitive 

sciences.  
      48      Kleisner and Stella ( 2009 ).  
      49      It is imperative to the evolutionary success of camoufl age that the likeness of, 

say, an insect with a leaf, truly be a mind-independent likeness and not merely 
a wilful association (Maran  2003 ; Sebeok  1976 , pp. 1440–1441; Sonesson  2010 , 
pp. 50–53). Despite helping herself to the term ‘icon’ and purporting to develop 
“A General Theory of Signs,” Ruth Millikan (1984, pp. 83–158) does everything 
she can to avoid countenancing such real similarities. Despite his laudable inquiry 
into to the varieties of reference, Gareth Evans is also hesitant to acknowledge 
the existence of mind-independent similarities, and accepts that one thing could 
resemble another only “if it strikes people as like that other thing” (2002, p. 292). 
Analyses of similarity “anchored in the reactions they occasion in people” (Evans 
 2002 , p. 294) have been amply explored—even by semioticians like Charles Morris 
( 1971 ), Millikan’s teacher. However, such behavioural approaches leave unan-
swered (or rather unasked) why these reactions occur in the fi rst place. Resemblance 
is mind-dependent in the sense that there must be an organism with an appro-
priate sensory system to deem one experience to be similar to another experi-
ence. The Peircean account I promote has plenty of room for the effects which 
icons can have on such organisms. Still, it regards those interpretants as  effects , not 
causes, of underlying similarities.  

triadic compound of sign-vehicle, object, and interpretation.  45   Qualia, as escapees 
of functionalist reduction, are held to be nonrelational. This might seem like it 
poses a problem. However, there is one sort of sign—the icon—that does not 
depend on causal interaction or inference. 

 Some think that “[i]f qualia represent then it is plausible that they represent 
non-conceptually. That is, they do not have language-like structure but rather 
are akin to pictures....”  46   The semiotic class of icon includes images and much 
else besides. A perfume, for example, is an icon, even though in resembling 
the smell of, say, lavender, it is in no way pictorial. Still, for better or for 
worse, the image has become a paradigmatic exemplar of iconicity that 
continues to inform much theorizing.  47   The virtue of focusing on the tech-
nical notion of icon is that it compels us to bear in mind that these signs are 
defi ned in virtue of the sort of referential relation they sustain: to bear an 
iconic relation is to guide interpretation by exploiting a qualitative bond 
that would exist regardless of whether another (similar) object or interpre-
tation was present. To give two succinct illustrations, a cough that would sound 
like the word ‘Attack!’ would still resemble that command, and a morpholog-
ical ‘homoplasy’ between species lacking a common ancestry  48   could dupe 
a predator into attacking the wrong prey.  49   In both cases, even in the absence 
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      50      Sebeok ( 2003 ).  
      51      Peirce (1998, pp. 170–171, 425–427). In any instance where there was overlap, I 

have preferred the two  Essential Peirce  volumes over the less-reliable  Collected 
Papers .  

      52      Russell ([1918] 1985, p. 59).  
      53      For more on Peirce and Royce, see Fisch (1986, p. 326).  
      54      Russell ([1918] 1985, p. 68).  
      55      William Seager notes that “[o]ne of the core intuitions about intrinsic properties is 

that they are the properties that things have ‘in themselves,’ the properties that 
something would retain even if it was the only thing in the universe.... [M]y current 
state of consciousness seems to be something that could exist even if I was the only 
thing in the universe. Its causal conditions are no doubt richly connected to a host 
of other things tracing back to the big bang, but in itself it appears serenely indepen-
dent of everything else” (2006, pp. 141, 143). This concurs with the semiotic 
account I am advocating in stressing the logical separability of any relatum from 
a relation. That said, Seager diverges from my account in assuming that this is 
somehow unique or limited to phenomenal consciousness. Although I focus on 
consciousness, the prescissive move can be performed on  anything , which is why 
labeling its results ‘pan psychist ’ would only be half true (the qualifi ed label ‘pan proto-
 psychism’ would be a tad better).  

      56      Deledalle (2000, p. 15).  
      57      ‘Sheet of assertion’ is a technical expression in Peirce’s graphical logic. See Shin 

( 2002 ).  

of intention and causality, interpretation—which in semiotics is not the sole 
preserve of humans  50  —could very much capitalize on the shared quality to 
take one thing to stand for something else. 

 In a rare pedagogic moment, Peirce  51   likened the relation involved in the 
action of signs to ‘giving,’ insofar as the very idea commits one to counte-
nancing not only 1) that which is given, but also 2) that to which it is given 
and 3) that which gives. This example was later made popular by Russell,  52   
who picked it up from Josiah Royce—that friend and intellectual student  53   of 
Peirce who, “[f]or some reason” Russell could not discern, “always liked triadic 
relations.”  54   As we will see, it is unclear whether Russell really understood the 
Peircean emphasis on triadicity. In any event, like ‘giving,’ the passage at play 
in a sign cannot be reduced to pairs, so the point is that nothing below three 
places will do. 

 Keeping speculation to a minimum, we can thus conclude this much: a uni-
verse containing only one or two things could contain neither signs nor gifts.  55   
This can be demonstrated by almost geometric means:  56  

  There   are three categories, no less and no more. Let us suppose that the world 
is a unique sheet of assertion.  57   Let us call it “1.” What can we say of “1”? 
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      58      The quote can be found in Peirce (1992, p. 251).  
      59      For more on the (often misunderstood) term-of-art ‘interpretant,’ see Champagne 

(2009b, pp. 158–159).  

Nothing—and, of course, as it is “unique,” nobody is there to say anything. So to 
speak, “1” is not even there. It is not “something,” and it is not “nothing,” unless as 
 non-being , in the Aristotelian sense of sheer “possibility.” To conceive of “1,” “1” 
has to have a limit and consequently we cannot have “1” without a “2” which delimits 
“1” on the sheet of assertion:      

  “1” can only  exist  in a pair. But, as Peirce points out, “it is impossible to form a gen-
uine three by any modifi cation of the pair, without introducing something of a dif-
ferent nature from the unit and the pair.”  58    

  In other words, to have a pair (1, 2) one needs a “3” which mediates between “1” 
and “2”:      

  To make the most of this diagram, a couple of notational refl exes need to be 
halted. First, the fact that ‘2’ is in the middle does not mean that it ‘mediates’ 
between ‘1’ and ‘3.’ Rather, the idea is to place ‘2’ right at the very border delin-
eating ‘1’ so as to mark the delineation as such (irrespective of whether it 
is interpreted). Likewise, the line before ‘3’ is not to be taken as a ‘minus’ sign. 
Rather, the idea is to set ‘3’ apart from ‘1’ and ‘2’ in order to emphasize that ‘3’ 
is whatever would recognize the alterity or contrast for what it is. 

 When we use these three categories—which Peirce called simply First-
ness, Secondness, and Thirdness—to analyse semiosis, we gather that an object 
referred to occupies the role of ‘2,’ since it must be something which the sign-
vehicle (‘1’) is not (actually, at this level of analysis, the two labels are interchange-
able, insofar as symmetrical difference is really what matters). Interpretation is 
what links the two. What this ‘3’ consists in is left unspecifi ed. This third ele-
ment, which Peirce called the ‘interpretant,’  59   can of course be glossed as some 
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      60      Although semiotic inquiry has something informative to say about mental life, none 
of its observations about quality call or depend on introspection (Delaney  1979 ). 
Peirce explained the approach as follows: “We must begin by getting diagrammatic 
notions of signs from which we strip away, at fi rst, all reference to the mind; and 
after we have made those ideas just as distinct as our notion of a prime number or of 
an oval line, we may then consider, if need be, what are the peculiar characteristics of 
a mental sign...” (quoted in Colapietro  1989 , p. 44).  

      61      Champagne (2009c, pp. 560–562).  
      62      Deely (1994, p. 31).  
      63      Appeals to conceivability have come under attack (Yablo  1993 ), especially in 

philosophy of mind (Hill and McLaughlin  1999 ). Some may thus be uncomfortable 
with the idea of countenancing something that is not (and could never be) encoun-
tered were it not for abstract reasoning. Minimally, any consistent philosophy of 
signs must acknowledge the reality of relations (Bains  2006 ), since it studies some-
thing defi ned by its ability to relate things. The question, then, is whether there is 
any way to both admit the idea of a relation and deny the idea of a relatum. Peirce 
did not think this conjunction is coherent (and, as my second section attests, neither 
do I), even if the quality that results can seem strange. As he put it: “Logic teaches 
us to expect some residue of dreaminess in the world...” (Peirce 1931–58, vol. 4, 
para. 79).  

      64      For more on prescission, see Champagne ( 2009a ); Deledalle (2000, pp. 5–6, 156–157); 
Houser (2010, pp. 95–96); and Stjernfelt (2007, pp. 246–255).  

      65      The Peircean account does not seem to belong to any of the fi ve argumentative 
routes favoured by Chalmers (1996, pp. 94–106) to motivate the project of non-
reductive explanation.  

mental act which apprehends the brute relation between ‘1’ and ‘2.’ The cate-
gories themselves are noncommittal.  60   Yet, since ‘3’ is not nothing,  61   an inter-
pretant has the potential to fi gure as a vehicle in a further sign, so the whole 
machinery can be applied over and over. In this way, triadic relations beget 
more of themselves, and while “[t]he process as a whole is unlimited,” the same 
cannot be said of the fi nite “stages and steps in the process.”  62   

 Iconicity exploits the quality of ‘1’ and indexicality exploits the contact in 
‘2.’ Peirce stressed that actual reference arises only when things are involved 
in triadic relations, so icons and indices always need to be  interpreted . Yet, 
he also stressed that, because any relation is complex (having more than one 
relata), there ought to be no principled impediment to conceiving  63   whatever 
simplicity a triad subsumes. ‘Prescission’ is the technical name given to this 
operation of attending to some elements and deliberately neglecting others.  64   
Unlike the invitation to conceive of ‘zombies,’ prescission does not subtract 
qualia from a person, but rather a person (and everything else) from a quale.  65   

 Since anytime one encounters a sign, one perforce encounters a full relational 
triad, the isolation of a quality only makes sense if it involves a distinction that 
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      66      Cohen and Dennett ( 2011 ); Churchland ( 2011 ).  
      67      In a prominent collection of essays on consciousness, James H. Fetzer claims that 

“systems are conscious when they have the ability to use signs of specifi c kinds and 
not incapacitated from the exercise of that ability” (2003, p. 303). The defi ni-
tion of sign Fetzer uses—which he attributes to Peirce—is “something that stands 
for something (else) in some respect or other for somebody” (Fetzer  2003 , 
p. 303). This view ensures that anything less than a three-term relation cannot be 
regarded as telling us anything useful about consciousness. Fetzer’s proposal is 
telling, because it is the opposite of what I am trying to accomplish. There is no 
denying that conceiving minds as things for which things can stand for other 
things is a good way to approach the ‘easy’ (or, more appropriately, ‘easier’) prob-
lems of consciousness; like the ability to discriminate, categorize, react to 
environmental stimuli, and so on (Chalmers  1995 , p. 200). However, the ‘hard 
problem’ stems from the fact that such a theory of sapience or thinking would 
not amount to a theory of sentience or feeling. By dipping below the level that 
makes cognitive processing possible, my goal is to show how this demand for a 
theory of sentience can fi t into—or, more precisely, be subsumed in—an enriched 
account of sapience. Fetzer, by contrast, situates consciousness only at certain 
level of complexity (for similar views, see Rosenthal  2010 ; Carruthers  2000 , 
pp. 237–238; and Deacon  2011 , pp. 530–531). The edifi ce being erected has no 
qualitative ingredient in it, but once we reach an upper fl oor, qualities suddenly 
appear. I agree with Chalmers (1996, p. 30) that this does not address the challenge 
posed by conscious experience.  

      68      Weisberg (2011, p. 438).  

is “more than nominal but less than real” (to use the medieval saying). For 
example, every triangle is trilateral, but while neither sides nor angles can be 
present without each other, we do distinguish them (and not arbitrarily so). 
Likewise, an object and an interpretant are always present alongside any sign-
vehicle. I thus accept that consciousness cannot be factually separated from 
functional involvement.  66   Nevertheless, I believe there are weaker grades of 
separation one can make. To be sure, this exposes one to the threat of reifi ca-
tion. Still, there is no way to understand how iconicity works without employ-
ing prescission.  67   

 This all bears directly on current discussions of consciousness. Josh Weisberg 
has recently distinguished between a ‘moderate’ and ‘zealous’ reading of 
phenomenal consciousness. Those epithets are of course biased, so we might 
recast the distinction as ‘complex’ and ‘simple’ readings, respectively. On the 
complex reading, “‘phenomenal consciousness’ just means ‘experience.’ Many 
people have embraced this sense of the term and use it to roughly pick out 
conscious experience involving sensory quality.”  68   We can call this a complex 
reading because something besides the quality itself is allowed to enter into 
the notion. By contrast, on the simple reading, the very presence of something 
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      69      Weisberg (2011, p. 438).  
      70      See Block ( 1995 ).  
      71      Weisberg (2011, p. 439).  
      72      Peirce (1931–58, vol. 1, para. 306).  
      73      Weisberg (2011, p. 439).  
      74      Weisberg (2011, p. 439).  
      75      For more on this distinction, see Chalmers (1996, pp. 3–31).  

besides the quality itself disqualifi es the candidate from belonging to phenom-
enal consciousness. Accordingly, “any explanation of phenomenal conscious-
ness in exclusively cognitive, intentional or functional terms will fail to capture, 
without remainder, what is really distinctive about phenomenal consciousness.”  69   
Weisberg notes that the simple reading is what Ned Block has in mind when he 
talks of ‘p-consciousness.’  70   We can now see that the simple reading is what 
prescission uncovers, insofar as it reveals ‘what-it’s-likeness’ to be “a monadic 
property of conscious states. It is something that a state has or lacks indepen-
dently of its relations to other mental states.”  71   Indeed, compare this defi nition 
with that given by Peirce:

  By a feeling, I mean an instance of that kind of consciousness which involves no 
analysis, comparison or any process whatsoever, nor consists in whole or in part of 
any act by which one stretch of consciousness is distinguished from another, which 
has its own positive quality which consists in nothing else, and which is of itself all 
that it is, however it may have been brought about....  72    

  Weisberg is in some sense correct to maintain that “what it is to be in a con-
scious state is to be aware of oneself as being in that state.”  73   Yet, anyone 
committed to two layers of thinking is  eo ipso  committed to there being one 
such layer. The point a theorist like Block is trying to make—and which I 
believe Peircean semiotics succeeds in making—is that the commitment to 
something simpler (i.e., the fi rst layer) is inescapable, since one can always 
suppose that second layer absent by prescinding. True, “[i]t is the intentional 
content of the HO [or higher-order] representation that matters for conscious-
ness, not the presence of the target fi rst-order state the HO representation is 
normally about.”  74   Yet, to the extent this is so, the higher-order theorist is bound 
to countenance a fi rst-order quality stripped of all relational involvement. 

 As a logician, Peirce was cautious never to make this last claim any stronger 
than it needs to be. Hence, he never claimed that, as a matter of empirical fact, 
we encounter nonrelational qualities. Since what we cognize is mediated by 
signs and since such mediation implies relations, Peirce acknowledged that when 
we look inside what we see is not ‘phenomenality’  per se  but ‘psychology’ in the 
functionalist sense.  75   Even so, since the stream of experience (whence we glean 
all that we know) is complex, the commitment to subsumed simplicity seems 
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      76      Chalmers (2010, p. 136).  
      77      Loar (1990, p. 81).  
      78      Prinz (2007, pp. 188–189) speaks of ‘iconic memory’.  
      79      Peirce (1998, p. 320).  
      80      Interestingly, Daniel Dennett issued a similar warning: “[W]hen philosophers claim 

that zombies are conceivable, they invariably underestimate the task of conception 
(or imagination), and end up imagining something that violates their own defi nition” 
(1995, p. 322).  

      81      See Margolis and Laurence (1999, pp. 4–5).  
      82      Short (2006, p. 171). For more on this, see Champagne (Forthcoming).  
      83      Peirce (1992, pp. 124–141).  

logically inescapable. Hence, the (Jamesian) observation that “[o]ur phenome-
nology has a rich and specifi c structure” that is “unifi ed, bounded, and differen-
tiated into many different aspects but with an underlying homogeneity to many 
aspects, and it appears to have a single subject of experience”  76   does not pose a 
problem for a semiotic account, so long as we retain the ability to prescind. 

 Once one grasps all this, important consequences ensue. Loar asserts that 
“[p]henomenal qualities vary in generality: I can note that a state of mine has what 
all smells share, or that it is the smell of new mown grass.”  77   This glosses over 
several important distinctions. To say that a given quality is shared by other 
experiences is already to enter into some sort of comparison, and thus to take 
one quality as the (in this case, iconic) sign of another (or others).  78   To say that 
the phenomenal quality in question is the smell of something besides that smell 
(like new mown grass) is to confess that the quality has already entered into 
semiosis.  79   Likewise, the moment a subject notes that a given state has what all 
such states share, the recognition of similitude falls within the ambit of function-
alism. Now, there is nothing wrong or inherently problematic in noting a similitude 
between qualities, nor is there anything wrong or inherently problematic in the 
idea of taking a quality as the quality ‘of’ a certain thing. What  is  wrong and 
problematic is the assumption that one can do all this whilst handling the simple 
quality  itself , irrespective of its functional role or involvement in relations.  80   

 I am discussing phenomenal concepts. In the general literature on concepts, it 
is common to ask whether concepts are structured or unstructured.  81   Whether 
it is appropriate to call it a concept, the simple quality reached by prescissive 
abstraction is clearly unstructured. If this is so, then there is not much one can say 
about a quale. Nonetheless, it is worth keeping in mind that “[t]he ineffable is not 
something mystical or mysterious; it is merely that which evades description. It 
evades description, but it pervades experience.”  82   In fact, this indeterminacy of 
qualitative experience can be seen as a strength, not a liability, of an epistemo-
logical account, because it motivates the need for epistemology to begin with. 
Peirce is well known for showing “How to Make Our Ideas Clear.”  83   One could 
say that, by removing relations, philosophy of signs shows ‘why our ideas need 
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      84      Bradley (2012, p. 162).  
      85      Nöth (2003, p. 14). In light of his commitment to the reality of potentials, Peirce 

saw himself as “an Aristotelian of the scholastic wing, approaching Scotism, 
but going much further in the direction of scholastic realism” (1998, p. 180). 
For an account of Peirce’s gradual progression towards what would today be called 
‘modal realism,’ see Fisch (1986, pp. 184–200).  

      86      Stjernfelt (2007, p. 49).  
      87      For each seesaw on this biconditional, a new interpretant is spawned.  

to be made clear.’ Inquiry, then, becomes an expression of the fact that “[w]e 
have only the experimental or hypothetical application of the principle of rea-
son to the fact that we live in a puzzling world.”  84   Yet, since clarity is not found 
at the foundations, we confront an interesting question:

  [W]hy should such a sign without reference be a sign at all? Husserl and the phe-
nomenological semioticians would consider it as a nonsemiotic phenomenon, but to 
Peirce, it is nevertheless semiotic, since even if a sign refers only to itself it has the 
potential of producing an effect in a process of semiosis.  85    

  As we are about to see, this ‘potential to refer’ is the very pivot of iconic reference.   

 3.     Referring to Something by ‘Being Like’ that Thing 
 Frederik Stjernfelt contends that similarity is not a defi ning feature of iconicity, 
since “[s]imilarity is generally symmetrical: if  a  is similar to  b , then  b  is also 
similar to  a ; while sign-relations are generally asymmetrical: if  a  signifi es  b , it 
does not follow that  b  signifi es  a .”  86   It is true that similarity is symmetrical. It 
is also true that, in any triadic sign, interpretation will impose an asymmetrical 
sense of direction going from sign-vehicle to object. However, it is important 
to stress that this asymmetry is beholden to  interpretation , not to the sign-vehicle 
or object. Since the overlaying of a means-end order on qualities that are otherwise 
identical can just as easily be turned the other way around, every object iconi-
cally referred to by a sign-vehicle is at the same time a potential sign-vehicle 
in the opposite direction. This is obscured by the twin facts that there is no reason 
to ‘prefer’ one quality over the other, yet an interpretant will always privilege 
one sense of direction in a given instance. To the extent the sign-relation truly 
latched on to a real similarity between  a  and  b , nothing in principle would have 
barred the reverse from happening, letting  b  do the ‘standing for.’ 

 Concretely, this means that, if the stranger in the coffee shop truly looks like 
your friend’s father, then it is as legitimate to fi nd that your friend’s father 
looks like the stranger in the coffee shop.  87   

 The world is intercrossed by similar qualities, and this adds to causation as a 
possible channel for the conveyance of meaning. Yet, with a few exceptions, this 
idea of reference by shared quality is absent in mainstream debates. Some of this 



Referring to the Qualitative Dimension of Consciousness    153 

      88      Nelson Goodman’s ( 1976 ) contribution to this state of affairs cannot be overstated. 
For a stepwise rebuttal of Goodman’s case, see Stjernfelt ( 1999 ); modifi ed version 
in Stjernfelt (2007, pp. 49–88). For speculations on what may have fostered the 
neglect of iconicity, see Ransdell (2003, pp. 231–232, 238).  

      89      Burks (1949, p. 673).  
      90      Peirce always felt that advances in semiotic, like those in logic, require tentative 

exploration. As such, he essayed several divisions (of unequal merit) during his 
lifetime. I here focus solely on those portions of the Peircean account of sign-action 
that have proven consistent and garnered a consensus. For a (dense but accurate) 
comparative analysis of Peirce’s various taxonomies, see Jappy ( 1985 ).  

      91      Peirce drew on the views of Duns Scotus in crafting this account (Boler  1963 ). For 
Scotus, “this white thing can exist without similarity. If another white thing comes 
into being, then similarity begins to exist in this white thing. Hence, the foundation 
of the relation can exist without the relation” (Weinberg  1965 , p. 101). This may be 
what Loar was trying to express with the claim that “[y]ou can forget particular 
instances and still judge ‘another one of those’” (1997, p. 601). However, one must 
not gloss over the fact that, when a similar token has not entered the picture, the 
similarity of the lone tone is merely  potential  (and so cannot allow judgements like 
“another one of those”).  

neglect is an accident of history, but some of it is concerted.  88   Looking back, it is 
distressing to see how early iconicity got discarded, and how thin the grounds of 
that dismissal really were. Nearest to this paper’s topic, one of the biggest blun-
ders occurred when Arthur Burks—despite editing Peirce’s  Collected Papers —
reassured the philosophical public that the full type/token/tone distinction was 
articulated by Peirce “in a way which is too bound up with his system of cate-
gories to be of use outside his philosophy, and without adding anything novel to 
his original trichotomy” of symbol/index/icon.  89   Given what systematicity 
means, it is hard to see how being ‘ too  bound up with a system’ could be seen as 
a reproach. In any event, let me now rectify this neglect and explain how the 
type/token/tone distinction constrains the symbol/index/icon distinction.  90   

 Although three parts are needed for the sign to do its referential business, 
those parts hang together in a specifi c ordinal arrangement, and the question of 
whether each part is essential or accidental to a given reference is what moti-
vates the symbol/index/icon distinction. For the symbol, if one deletes the inter-
pretation, then the sign-vehicle can no longer signify, since interpretation is all 
that binds together the sign-vehicle and the object (as explained in  section 2 , 
the ‘deletion’ here is simply the prescissive supposition of one thing without 
another). For the index, if one deletes the interpretation, the sign-vehicle and 
the object will remain factually connected, so one needs to delete the object as 
well in order to extinguish the sign-vehicle’s power to signify it. For the icon, 
the interpretation and the object can both be deleted and still the sign-vehicle 
retains its power to signify.  91   
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 Hence, putting one of the opening epigraphs to use, if a footprint leads 
interpretation to a foot in virtue of its similarity with that foot, then it is the 
outline (of either the foot or the imprint) that matters. What permits iconicity 
in this case is the quality of the sign-vehicle ‘1,’ not the object ‘2’ nor the 
interpretation ‘3.’ Continuing with the example, if a footprint leads interpreta-
tion to a foot in virtue of the causal contact it had with that foot, then it is the 
actual foot that matters. Here, what permits indexicality is the pair ‘1, 2’—
not ‘3.’ As for the word or symbol ‘footprint,’ nothing but interpretation (‘3’) 
holds its reference together. Peirce rightly insisted that these different refer-
ential relations “are all indispensable in all reasoning.”  92   

 Symbol/index/icon mark out three ways sign-vehicles can be linked to their 
objects. As we have just seen, this stems from a systematic analysis of which 
parts of the sign depend on which. In the same way, the nature of the sign-vehicle 
will affect what sort of relation it can have with its referent. If one is going to 
assemble a sign, there are essentially three resources one can use: what / happens / 
again. Obviously, an ontology which, for one reason or another, rejects any of 
these aspects will have less with which to work. Still, a Peircean semiotician 
accepts three supports for meaning. These supports have different natures that 
constrain what sort of referential relation each sign-vehicle affords. This lay-
ered interlocking of the two taxonomies is rendered in the grid below  :     

 Conventional imputations must be re-applicable, so only as a type can a sign-
vehicle have a symbolic bond to its object. Causation requires particulars, so 

      92      Peirce (1931–58, vol. 1, para. 369). See also Peirce (1998, p. 10).  
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only as a token can a sign-vehicle have an indexical bond to its object. Simi-
larity requires a shared quality, so only as a tone can a sign-vehicle enjoy an 
iconic bond to the quality referred to. 

 Symbols arguably presuppose a whole linguistic community. The icon does 
not presuppose anything besides itself. Indeed, the referential power of an icon 
“is not necessarily dependent upon its ever actually determining an Interpretant, 
nor even upon its actually having an Object.”  93   Consequently, the only way to 
eliminate the semiotic potential of a given tone is to eliminate that tone itself. 
Short of doing so, the ability to be linked to similar things always lies in wait, in 
germinal form, simply because any quality would resemble whatever would be 
like it. Of course, the mere talk of ‘another’ tone would entail that we are no 
longer dealing with tones but with tokens, since juxtaposition or comparison 
presupposes numerical plurality. Still, when two tokens are related in virtue of 
their shared quality, it is the underlying tone they share that matters, not those 
particular tokens. Therefore, in order to truly understand iconicity as a mode of 
reference, one has to prescind. Doing so reveals the icon to be an idle sign, some-
thing that “can only be a fragment of a completer sign.”  94   

 When Russell wrote in  The Philosophy of Logical Atomism  that “[t]he simplest 
imaginable facts are those which consist in the possession of a quality by some 
particular thing. Such facts, say, as ‘This is white,’”  95   he was already several 
storeys of complexity above the simple ‘1’ in the earlier diagram ( section 2 ). 
Peirce and Russell were both pioneers in the early fl orescence of symbolic 
logic,  96   and both heeded the (Leibnizian) insight that whatever is complex is 
composed of simples. Yet, the method of prescissive abstraction employed by 
Peirce goes beneath ‘This is white’ to reach ‘white.’ The sign-vehicle ‘this’ is 
not white; in fact, here it is black (and, if spoken, it has no colour at all). Hence, 
in order to successfully use ‘this’ as a sign of white things, one has to bring a 
token of ‘this’ near a token white thing so that interpretation can relate the two. 
Such indexicality is indeed more primitive than description (which in the case 

      93      Peirce (1998, p. 273).  
      94      Peirce (1998, p. 306). Whether this idleness means that icons are epiphenomenal is 

a vexed question. Peirce wrote: “[I]t must not be inferred that I regard conscious-
ness as a mere ‘epiphenomenon;’ though I heartily grant that the hypothesis that it 
is so has done good service to science” (1998, p. 418). It is worth pointing out that, 
in terms of the argument laid out at the close of the fi rst section, if premise (1) is 
indeed false, then the conclusion (7) about epiphenomenalism’s supposed incoherence 
no longer follows (from that argument at least).  

      95      Russell ([1918] 1985, p. 59).  
      96      Peirce reviewed Russell’s  Principles of Mathematics  in 1903. Nubiola ( 1996 ) 

reports that “[o]ne of [Victoria] Lady Welby’s aspirations was to bring about a 
meeting between Peirce and Russell, and in fact she acted as an intermediary 
between them, though to no avail.”  
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      97      Russell is sometimes credited with espousing a form of ‘neutral monism’ (Chalmers 
 2010 , pp. 133–137). However, one should keep in mind that, as an early advocate of 
what contemporary philosophers of science call ‘structural realism,’ Russell had 
an uneasy attitude towards anything that is not involved in relations (Champagne 
 2012 ). Hawthorne (2002, pp. 39–46) wrestles with this idea that the intrinsic 
suchness or ‘quiddity’ of things is not captured by their functional role (he even 
mentions Scotus). Peirce’s work shows no such unease.  

      98      From Pears’ introduction to Russell ([1918] 1985, p. 5).  
      99      Champagne ( 2009a ).  
      100      Papineau (2002, pp. 161–174).  
      101      Crane (2005, p. 155).  
      102      Papineau (2002, p. 96).  

of colours seems quite impotent). A white thing, however, can lead interpreta-
tion to another white thing. Here it is similarity—not proximity—that under-
writes the interpretive passage from one token to another. Therefore, the actual 
tokens are not what is essential.  97   

 As David Pears explains, Russell thought that “when we fi nd that we cannot 
push the analysis of words any further, we can plant a fl ag recording the dis-
covery of genuine logical atoms.”  98   However, if one is engaged in the analysis 
of signs (not just words), one can plant a fl ag still further. By analogy with the 
scale-relativity of the natural sciences, one could say that philosophy of 
language is akin to chemistry, whereas philosophy of signs is akin to funda-
mental physics. Indeed, semiotics splits triadic relations and thereby reveals 
the tone, which does not actually refer to anything, since there is nothing there 
for it to refer to.  99   Still, even when considered in such abstract isolation, a 
qualitative sign-vehicle retains the  power  to refer. Simply put, ‘1’ could only 
refer to (or be referred to by) ‘1.’ However, for such a sign-vehicle to  act , it 
must come into contact with something besides itself. The moment a quality 
does this, it is no longer an icon but an index (that subsumes an icon), since the 
object  with which  it is similar must be in the picture. 

 Prescission not only renders a simple quality visible, it also helps to under-
stand a mode of reference perfectly suited to handle that quality itself. To my 
knowledge, no one working from Russellian assumptions has come closer to 
independently reconstructing such an account of iconic reference than David 
Papineau. Papineau’s project can be seen as an instance of the phenomenal 
concept strategy, insofar as he hopes to capture an “intuition of mind-brain 
distinctness.”  100   Indeed, “[l]ike many physicalists, Papineau diagnoses the 
apparent threats to physicalism posed by the phenomena of consciousness by 
locating the source of anti-physicalist intuitions in features of our thinking 
rather than in non-physical features of reality.”  101   Papineau champions prescis-
sion when he insists that one should be a “conceptual dualist” but an “ontolog-
ical monist.”  102   I obviously sympathize with the aspiration of making such a 
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      103      Papineau (2002, pp. 116–121).  
      104      Papineau (2007, p. 121).  
      105      Papineau (2007, p. 123).  
      106      As Papineau puts it in his (2007, p. 123).  

stance tenable. Ultimately though, I think that Papineau’s account is fl awed 
because the basic notions he manipulates are fl awed. Still, since there is so 
much in common, it will be worth looking at what he has to say about phenom-
enal concepts.   

 4.     Searching for the Icon 
 As discussed in the fi rst section, the phenomenal concept strategist holds that 
the apparent distinctness of qualia is an artifact of the special concepts we deploy 
to refer to such experiential episodes. With that in mind, Papineau developed 
what he called a “quotational-indexical” account of phenomenal concepts.  103   
However, he eventually came to think that indexicality imposes too strong a 
constraint on when and where phenomenal concepts can be exercised. 

 Papineau’s defection is reminiscent of Jackson’s, as both were led to ponder 
the troublesome intersection of demonstrative reference and epiphenomenalism. 
Indices turn on physical presence: one has to be near something in order to 
refer to it by ostention. Likewise, something quoted must be present in order 
for the mentioning device to do its work. “Linguistic quotation marks, after all, 
are a species of demonstrative construction: a use of quotation marks will refer 
to  that word , whatever it is, that happens to be made salient by being placed 
within the quotation marks.”  104   That will do in most circumstances. Yet, since 
qualia are not physically present in any straightforward manner, the analogy 
with quotation seems to bring little aid. Led by these considerations, Papineau 
has rebuilt his account so that nothing turns on the actual presence of what is 
referred to. His recent work still retains the core idea that  phenomenal concepts 
involve the very quality referred to . This is the basic thesis I am defending in 
this paper. However, I believe the standard menu of options—specifi cally the 
type/token and description/acquaintance bipartitions—doom Papineau’s effort 
to failure. 

 Consider fi rst the type/token bipartition. Papineau asks: “Can phenomenal 
concepts pick out experiential particulars as well as types?”  105   Clearly, any 
concept wedded solely to a particular token is bound to be severally limited 
in its use, so Papineau rightly concludes that such an  hic et nunc  concept (if 
it could indeed be so called) would not allow for crucial “reencounters.”  106   
After all, the taste of the ice cream one ate on the occasion of one’s seventh 
birthday—if treated as a token—is a taste found in no other ice cream. The 
Peircean semiotician will of course notice that what is relevant in discussing 
the taste of ice cream is a tone; but a theorist unable to call on this crucial 
notion will recoil to her only remaining option when rejecting tokens as 
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      107      Papineau (2007, p. 123).  
      108      See Peirce (1931–58, vol. 4, para. 537).  
      109      Willard (1983, p. 287).  
      110      Using the full resources of the type/token/tone tripartition, we should say that 

one does not ‘reencounter’ a type; rather, a type is what permits one to encounter 
tokens of the same tone.  

      111      Papineau (2007, p. 111).  
      112      Pitt (2004, p. 31).  

inappropriate. Predictably, then, Papineau concludes that what is involved 
must be “encounters with a type.”  107   This response brings us back to the unsat-
isfactory starting point discussed earlier (in section1): how does one encounter 
a type? Types cannot impact one’s sensory organs, tokens of types do; so any 
theory which hopes to account for phenomenal consciousness by invoking 
experiential encounters with types is surely ill-fated.

  To be sure, we do say, as Peirce  108   pointed out, that there is but one word “the” in the 
English language. But this is no more to be taken  au pied de la lettre  than is the 
statement that there is only one poisonous lizard in the continental United States.... 
There is not one  lizard  which is the “type-lizard,” and many other lizards which are 
the token lizards. Likewise, there is not one  word  which is the type, and many other 
words which are the tokens.  109    

  Investigations into consciousness have progressed on a lot of fronts in the last 
two decades. Yet if, by analogy, philosophers of mind have recently been led 
by their discussions of phenomenal concepts to conclude that one can some-
how ‘see’ the type-lizard, then something has gone wrong along the way.  110   

 To further illustrate how a limited menu of options strong-arms Papineau 
into adopting unsatisfactory conclusions, consider next the acquaintance/
description bipartition. Knowledge by description can be detached from its 
worldly site of origin and communicated second-hand. Descriptions can there-
fore work just fi ne even though the object described is absent. Knowledge by 
acquaintance, by contrast, requires the actual presence of its object. In order 
to count as knowledge, (symbolic) reference  in absentia  must in some way 
answer to (indexical) reference  in praesentia . Indeed, the whole point of the 
knowledge argument is to show that mere description is insuffi cient; at least 
when it comes to conveying the content of experiential feels. Papineau accepts 
this, since by his lights “[i]t seems clear that the preemergence Mary does 
lack some concepts of color experiences.”  111   Thought-experiments notwith-
standing, this contribution of lived experience explains why “[o]ne cannot give 
an informative answer about seeing orange to the congenitally blind.”  112   

 The phenomenal concept strategist is thus in a bind. Either she maintains 
that qualia can be referred to by description—which is what the knowledge 
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      113      Seager (1999, p. 93).  
      114      It is important to keep in mind that similarity can be (and probably always is) 

a matter of degree (Nöth  1995 , p. 124). Although I am dealing in this paper 
with similarity in its most extreme theoretical case (as a pure qualitative identity 
uncorrupted by numerical distinctness), it nevertheless remains that, in everyday 
sign-use, one handles imperfect similarities. Interpretation must ultimately answer to 
mind-independent constraints (Eco  1990 ), but it has plenty of wiggle room. 
For example, the fact that a letter is missing will surely not halt one from taking 
‘Raise your f_st’ to mean ‘Raise your fi st.’ A philosophical preoccupation with 
ideal similarity should therefore not be confused for a practical account of 
similarity-based semiosis.  

      115      Nida-Rümelin (2008, p. 310).  
      116      Peirce (1998, p. 307).  
      117      Papineau (2007, p. 132).  

argument denies; or she maintains that qualia can be referred to causally—which 
is diffi cult to make sense of in the case of qualia. Like Papineau, discussants who 
rely on Russellian notions bounce between these two options to no avail. I sub-
mit that, to dismount this seesaw, one needs the concept of iconic reference. 

 The employment of one yellow object to signify another yellow object by 
means of their yellowness (and not, say, their proximity to one another) does not 
permit one to dissociate questions pertaining to ‘the medium and the message’ 
(to echo Marshall McLuhan), since these admit of a univocal answer, to wit, 
‘yellow.’ As William Seager writes: “What can be called ‘immediate conscious-
ness’ just has the peculiar refl exive property of allowing an appreciation of both 
the information being conveyed and the mode of conveyance.”  113   Given this 
overlap, the very quality which acts as a sign-vehicle cannot be omitted—on pain 
of omitting the passage that makes that quality play a semiotic role in the fi rst 
place.  114   This explains why “[m]any phenomenal kinds can be referred to only 
through the content shared by experiences of the kind at issue.”  115   

 In a statement echoing Peirce’s remark that the icon has the ability of 
“bringing its interpreter face to face with the very character signifi ed,”  116   
Papineau writes that “phenomenal concepts are too close to their referents for 
it to seem possible that those same concepts could refer to something else,” 
since “the referent seems to be part of the concept itself.”  117   Of course, 
given that an icon refers to a quality by being that very quality, this sugges-
tion that the referent is ‘part of’ the concept is not at all fanciful. Nonetheless, 
since Papineau lacks the notional resources needed to properly express this 
idea, he sometimes frames his conclusions in terms that hinder their recep-
tion. Tim Crane, for instance, writes that:

  [I]t seems to me entirely incredible that when one thinks about, say, pain, one must, 
as a necessary part of that very act of thinking, have an experience which  in any way  
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      118      Crane (2005, p. 156).  
      119      Evans (2002, p. 45).  
      120      For a discussion of how this excludes a mere replication of ‘memes,’ see Kilpinen 

( 2008 ).  

resembles pain. When the narrator of E. M. Forster’s  Where Angels Fear to Tread  
says that ‘physical pain is almost too terrible to bear,’ he is clearly intending to talk 
about pain in the phenomenal sense, pain as a feeling, an event in the stream of con-
sciousness. In any normal sense of ‘phenomenal,’ then—any sense that relates it to 
its etymology and its traditional philosophical meaning—he is employing the phe-
nomenal concept of pain. But in order to understand this remark, and therefore grasp 
the concepts which it expresses, I do not think I need to undergo, as a part of that very 
understanding, an experience which is in any sense painful. Yet this is what Papineau 
seems to be saying.  118    

  Armed with the full symbol/index/icon taxonomy, I wish to come to Papineau’s 
defence. All parties agree that describing something exclusively by symbols is 
a non-starter. Russell would be the fi rst to agree. After all, “Russell was as 
aware as anyone else that not everything can be thought of by description, on 
pain of the whole system of identifi cation failing to be tied down to a unique 
set of objects....”  119   The knowledge argument brings this out in a particularly 
memorable way. While sequestered in her cave from birth, Mary could have 
been taught by unscrupulous experimenters to take  Dungeons and Dragons  
seriously and thereby make coherent functional responses about ‘ghouls’ and 
‘trolls.’ Hence, given that, on one level, ‘pain’ is a symbol like any other, there 
is surely something right in Crane’s claim that this lexical concept does not 
have to be painful. Yet, if one is to truly comprehend what that word refers to, 
then, in some respect, one must have experienced pain, and whatever quality 
one will have retained from such token episodes will itself be related to pain 
states by being able to indexically spot a similar state if and when it presents 
itself and have an iconic sense of ‘what’ those states ‘are like.’ 

 The second conjunct here is crucial, since it distinguishes the fi ne-grained 
appreciation of qualities that iconicity (via prescission) permits. The concept 
of pain can indexically refer to a past experience(s), but, at some point, that 
concept will have to share the experiential quality itself, on pain of having no 
real clue what that feeling is like. In other words, if one asks the narrator of 
Forster’s book, ‘What is pain?,’ that narrator is free to answer, ‘What I experi-
enced last Friday;’ and when asked what was experienced last Friday, he can in 
turn answer, ‘What I experienced the Monday before’—and so on. The semio-
tician has no quarrel with any of this. Yet, if the person really possesses the 
relevant phenomenal concept, it cannot be anaphora all the way.  120   

 As shown in the earlier grid ( section 3 ), semiotics arranges icons, indices, 
and symbols in an ordinal fashion, such that the more developed grades of 
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      121      Peirce (1998, p. 9).  
      122      Moyer and Landauer (1967, p. 1520). For more recent studies, see Carey (2009, 

pp. 117–156).  
      123      Papineau (2002, p. 147). One might also look to scientifi c and phenomenological 

studies which suggest that mere contemplation of a word or phrase primes the body for 
a host of motor and affective responses, such that reading ‘pain’ is in some sense expe-
riencing a trace of the relevant feeling. I will not pursue that line of inquiry here, but 
some points of entry would be Shapiro (2011, pp. 70–113) and Gallagher ( 2006 ).  

      124      It is doubtful anyone ever mastered ‘6’ without fi rst mastering ‘IIIIII.’ Some biol-
ogists (e.g., Kull  2009 ; Deacon  1997 ) believe that this holds on the evolutionary 
ladder as well.  

      125      Smithies (2011, pp. 22–25) argues that, unless a subject is phenomenally con-
scious of the object(s) of her demonstratives, she cannot rationally defend her 
claims when challenged.  

reference subsume the lesser ones but not vice versa.  121   Interestingly, this tri-
adic pecking order is confi rmed by empirical data. Consider for example the 
icon ‘IIIIII’ and the symbol ‘6,’ which have a common referent but relate to it 
in different ways, the former non-conventionally, the latter conventionally. If 
symbolic reference could depart  completely  from iconicity, as Crane’s criti-
cism suggests, then one would expect the interpretation of Arabic numerals 
like ‘6’ to be untainted by whatever cognitive and mnemonic limits plague its 
iconic counterpart ‘IIIIII.’ However, studies have shown that subjects asked to 
pick the largest among pairs of symbols like ‘4 versus 9’ demonstrate a lag in 
their response times akin to fi guring out ‘IIII versus IIIIIIIII.’ “These results 
strongly suggest that the process used in judgement of differences in magni-
tude between numerals is the same as, or analogous to, the process involved in 
judgements of inequality for physical continua.”  122   Now, if there is evidence 
that a symbol such as ‘6’—a quantitative concept not exactly known for its 
poetic connotations—is in some way IIIIII-like, why should it be absurd to 
agree with Papineau that “[e]ven if imaginings of pains don’t really hurt, they 
can share some of the phenomenal unpleasantness of real pains”?  123   

 The interesting question is not whether concepts need to  always  resemble the 
things to which they refer; there is a clear sense in which they do not (to that 
extent, Crane’s criticism of Papineau is trivially right). The interesting question 
is whether mastery of symbols and indices alone could ever suffi ce to secure 
reference to the ‘feel’ of experiences. After all, from a developmental perspec-
tive, iconic competence is often (and perhaps always) the gateway to symbolic 
competence.  124   Holistically drawing inferences on an empty symbol-to-symbol 
axis certainly remains possible (especially by machines that have never known 
otherwise). It is also possible for one not to feel a hint of pain when one reads or 
writes the word ‘pain.’ But, if one  never  does—anywhere, anytime, under any 
circumstance,—one can hardly lay claim to what the word  means .  125   It may be 
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okay for Mary to refer to whatever her textbooks told her; just as it is okay to 
answer the question ‘What is pain?’ with ‘What I experienced last Friday.’ But 
it is  not  okay for the authors of those textbooks to have never experienced the 
relevant icon(s). 

 The point can be put another way. Suppose that a subject were to possess a 
given colour concept solely in virtue of having been told about its relations to 
darker and lighter colours in the vicinity. Being told, say, that amethyst is mid-
way between purple and pink could conceivably be informative to someone 
who has experienced purple and pink. If so, then that person’s concept of 
amethyst would amount to a rule (involving several relata), and the unfamiliar 
quality sandwiched between purple and pink would become akin to a con-
clusion that can be inferred once one knows the relevant premises. Since 
the rule applies to a spectrum that is ordered, there is a temptation to dismiss 
the need to experience the midway quality itself.  126   Yet, that spectrum actually 
vindicates qualia. The colours sandwiching an unfamiliar shade remain unprob-
lematic only provided that one does not slide the very sandwiching relation to 
either side. Without an iconic access to qualia though, one must (constantly) 
make that slide. Therefore, the premises adduced to secure a supposed infer-
ence of the quality turn out to be insecure conclusions of their own, leading to 
a regress or circle. 

 On a commonsense level, most of us grasp that when a dictionary defi nes 
a colour by citing other colours, its accomplishment is partial. The Jacksonian 
insight—present in Russell and developed by recent phenomenal concept 
strategists—is that symbols without indices are empty. In keeping with the sub-
sumption illustrated earlier, Peircean semiotics takes this insight further by holding 
that indices without icons are empty.  127   Papineau heeds the moral regarding the 
insuffi ciency of descriptions, adds to it a novel recognition of acquaintance’s 
insuffi ciency with respect to qualities, and then tries to construct a model that 
could remedy this. The success of his positive suggestions is partial, but his desid-
erata are on target. In a technicolour world, iconicity trumps indexicality as a 
more plausible way to explain reference to phenomenal experience(s).   

      126      See, for example, the account given in Churchland (1992, pp. 102–110).  
      127      Iconic reference thus augments the important ‘semantic’ axis brought out by 

John Searle’s ( 1980 ) ‘Chinese room’ thought-experiment (Harnad  2002 ). Indeed, 
it should be noted that the distinction between semantics (vehicle-to-object), 
syntactics (vehicle-to-vehicle), and pragmatics (vehicle-to-interpreter) was intro-
duced by Charles Morris in his infl uential 1938  International Encyclopedia of 
Unifi ed Science  paper on “Foundations of the Theory of Signs” (reprinted in 
Morris  1971 , pp. 13–71) to draw a methodological (not ontological) division of 
labour between those studying semiosis (i.e., the full triad of vehicle-to-object-to-
interpreter). One can  prescind  the various axes discussed by Morris, but one can 
never isolate them  in fact .  
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      128      Peirce (1931–58, vol. 2, para. 304). See Cobley (2010, pp. 242–243).  
      129      Chalmers (2004, p. 186).  
      130      Chemero (2006, p. 64).  
      131      Papineau (2002, pp. 66–67).  
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      134      Chalmers (1996, p. 96).  

 5.     ‘Being Like’ a Quality by ‘Being’ that Quality 
 I have been contrasting two modes of reference. An index “is a sign which 
would, at once, lose the character which makes it a sign if its object were 
removed;” whereas an icon “is a sign which would possess the character which 
renders it signifi cant, even though its object had no existence.”  128   Now, a sign-
vehicle can serve as both an index and an icon. Chalmers is therefore cor-
rect to describe Mary as able “to think demonstrative-qualitative thoughts 
in which both a demonstrative and a qualitative concept are deployed.”  129   
Thankfully, prescissive analysis does not force one to take this double-duty 
at face value. 

 Suppose Mary utters, ‘This is what red looks like.’ This involves both index-
ical and iconic reference. The indexical component captured by ‘this’ is an 
effective way to track the things in the world that prompt the qualitative 
experiences one wants to elicit.  130   Papineau expresses doubts about the ability 
of an indexical construction like ‘This feeling’ to select a quality in the man-
ifold stream of consciousness with enough specifi city.  131   A lot is going on, 
so communicators will presumably have to work to pinpoint what they 
mean. However, once Mary exits her black and white confi nes, the world 
provides her both with qualitative experiences and the iconic means needed 
to convey those experiences. Using symbols (i.e., language) and indices, 
Mary can invite her interlocutor(s) to prescissively focus on the tone of the 
tokens to which she points. This is where iconicity does its work. If all goes 
well, iconicity allows one to glimpse ‘what’ Mary has in mind when she 
says, ‘My experience is like that.’ A stubborn interlocutor can at any point 
spoil the sign-exchange. Still, thanks to iconic reference, one can, in prin-
ciple, convey what a phenomenal quality is like. 

 Mary could not use her exhaustive neurophysiological premises to make 
an inference about the qualitative feel of the colour red in advance of any 
face-to-face experience.  132   Still, even supposing Mary could do this,  133   in 
order to prove her accomplishment to her peers, she would have to engage 
in some overt act of communication. The ensuing question is whether the red 
things to which she points can be linked to her experience in a way contentful 
enough to counter fears that she might be persuading her peers even though 
“all is dark inside.”  134   
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 Imagining a qualitatively vacant mind is, it seems, not worthy of much 
argument these days.  135   This is unfortunate (and telling). In any event, cur-
rent debates take it that, “[w]hen you know all of science but don’t know 
what it is like to see red, then you can name the relevant property and per-
haps interact it [ sic ] from the outside, but you lack the mode of presentation 
that  reveals  what the quiddity of the property is.”  136   Usually, it is assumed 
that only introspection can secure confi dence that the experiential lights are 
indeed on. Such a ‘viewpoint-relative’  137   confi rmation that one is conscious 
obviously falls short of third-person verifi ability. 

 Some  138   make a big deal of this, while others  139   think it is simply a fact 
philosophers have to live with. Talk of irreconcilable perspectives is arguably 
less offensive to the contemporary palate than talk of irreconcilable substances. 
Yet, given that humans must use signs in the world in order to communicate 
their mental states, what results from either stance is very much sceptical busi-
ness as usual. Chalmers encapsulates this when he writes that “[m]y qualitative 
concept ‘R’ plays little direct role in communicative practices. In that way, it 
resembles Wittgenstein’s ‘beetle in a box.’”  140   

 Papineau, despite being aware that “Mary’s concept [of colour] looks like 
a paradigm of the kind of thing Wittgenstein’s private language argument is 
designed to discredit,” philosophizes from the assumption that communication 
of phenomenal qualities is possible.  141   Truth be told, so do most of us, most of the 
time. Is there any way to vindicate this commonsensical point of departure—to 
make it our philosophical point of arrival too? Let us assume for the sake of 
argument that the signs emitted by people are available to you, but that their 
minds are hidden. A person may tell you, for instance, when and where she 

      135      Consider ‘blindsighted’ persons (Weiskrantz  1986 ). They are supposed to be 
a) able to see (in the sense of being capable of having the proper responses to visual 
stimuli put before them) and b) unable to see (in the sense that there is nothing ‘it 
is like’ for them to perform (a)). For that conjunction to obtain, one has to deter-
mine whether both conjuncts obtain. As far as I can tell, the only way (b) is ascer-
tained is by asking the persons if they experience anything during the relevant acts, 
to which they answer in the negative. Well, if simply taking a person’s introspec-
tive reports at face value is all there is to establishing the absence or presence of 
qualia, then the hard problem of consciousness has been solved. So either blind-
sight is legitimate and the hard problem is not, or the hard problem is legitimate 
and blindsight is not.  

      136      Hawthorne (2002, p. 44).  
      137      Kirk (2005, pp. 61–63).  
      138      For example Cohen and Dennett ( 2011 ).  
      139      For example Nagel ( 1974 ;  1986 ).  
      140      Chalmers (1996, p. 206). See Kirk (1994, pp. 46–47).  
      141      Papineau (2002, pp. 128, 130).  
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      144      Peirce (1992, p. 226).  

feels green, perhaps locating the objects and events that prompt her experience. 
On those terms, what sort of reference would be most apt to licence your con-
fi dence about  their  consciousness? 

 As Edmond Wright points out, mutual trust can quickly seal the divide 
between numerically-distinct experiences.  142   From a practical standpoint, 
that is certainly true; after all, symbolic reference employs that very channel. 
Seen in this light, indexicality is a way to fi ne-tune the coupling of two people’s 
behaviours, thereby ensuring that your inference by analogy about another 
mind involves as little risk as possible. Yet, no matter how adept, those antics 
will not amount to a conveyance of what green feels like. This is because, even 
if a perfect covariation were to hold between what happens ‘on the outside’ and 
what happens ‘on the inside,’ one cannot use whatever happens on one side 
to fi gure out what happens on the other, any more than one can use smoke to 
ascertain what fi re looks like. Indexicality tracks only the covariations, not 
 what  covaries. This is certainly more to go on than a stipulated agreement 
between symbol-users. Nonetheless, since the reach of indexical reference 
stops where your partner’s skin begins, conversational goodwill—even when 
reduced to a minimum by a judicious use of indices—pole-vaults from one 
mind to another by a leap of faith. This yields the isolated conversationalists 
pictured earlier. All told, most philosophers would prefer a story less depen-
dent on voluntarism, if such a story can be had. 

 Prescissive abstraction is not mechanical, so I cannot eradicate voluntarism 
altogether. Still, I believe inference to the best explanation licenses a migration 
to a semiotic account, since its analysis of resemblance appeals to consider-
ations more impersonal than outright introspection. Papineau quotes approv-
ingly Thomas Nagel’s observation that “[t]o imagine something sympathetically, 
we put ourselves in a conscious state  resembling  the thing itself.”  143   Given that 
“[i]cons are so completely substituted for their objects as hardly to be distin-
guished from them,”  144   if the box that holds the beetle is made into an exact 
likeness of the beetle, one can gaze at the beetle itself.   

 6.     Transparency and Opacity 
 Is it grandiose to suggest that icons can allow one to gaze at the beetle itself? 
To test this claim on a less controversial case, consider ‘IIIIII’ (on this page) as 
an icon of IIIIII (on this page).   Besides the fact that distinct tokens are present, 
one would be hard-pressed to say that there is any difference between the sign-
vehicle and its object. Now, anyone who has ever had his/her attention redi-
rected by an index fi nger or sudden scream accepts such mundane events as 
proof that indices are semiotically effi cacious. The index cannot bear the full 
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Tye (2000, pp. 45–68). See also Tye ( 2002 ).  
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as you can,  not  on the colours of the  objects , but on the quality of your  experience  
of those colours” (Carruthers  2000 , p. 123). Yet, if one truly follows those instruc-
tions and ‘concentrates’ on a colour, one can no longer contrast that quality with 
whatever other colour(s) delimit(s) it. So, unless one wishes to explicitly defend 
gestaltist commitments, the usual set-up is worded somewhat carelessly.  

      148      Peirce (1992, p. 290). See also Peirce (1998, p. 4).  
      149      Peirce (1931–58, vol. 1, para. 305).  
      150      O’Dea (2008, p. 300). Apparently, considerations like these helped tip the scale of 

Frank Jackson’s deliberation away from dualism (Bigelow and Pargetter  2006 , pp. 
353–354).  

      151      See Kind ( 2010 ). The options have not changed since Searle (1983, p. 59).  

weight of scepticism, but this hardly stops most philosophers from thinking 
that we are better off with indexicality in the mix. By parity, the manifest sim-
ilarity between ‘IIIIII’ and IIIIII should suffi ce to show that icons can work. 

 Granted, that’s not exactly a naturalist answer, but then again these aren’t 
exactly naturalist questions. Only sapient creatures wonder how (and worry if) 
they refer to their own sentience.  145   

 Note that the pronounced similarity of the icon holds irrespective of whether 
one chooses to use or ‘mention’ a sign-vehicle. This is brought out by the 
much-discussed transparency argument.  146   Imagine that you are placed before 
a blue wall so large that it engulfs your entire visual fi eld. The surface of the 
wall is uniform in hue and smooth in texture, nothing else enters the picture, 
and your subjective vantage is not allowed to shift.  147   As we saw (in  section 2 ), 
“it is conceivable, or supposable, that the quality of blue should usurp the 
whole mind....”  148   The task is to note what can and cannot be gleaned from an 
examination of such a lone quality. Speaking strictly as a logician, Peirce 
wrote: “To suppose, for example, that there is a fl ow of time, or any degree of 
vividness, be it high or low, seems to me quite as uncalled for as to suppose that 
there is freedom of the press or a magnetic fi eld.”  149   

 Peirce took this to vindicate qualia. Strangely, the conclusion nowadays 
drawn from the transparency argument is that qualia cannot exist. “Since the 
main reason for believing in nonrepresentational phenomenal character, or 
qualia, is our alleged direct awareness of it in experience, if there is no such 
direct awareness, as transparency suggest, then there is little reason to posit 
qualia.”  150   The terms of the debate are essentially these: either a vehicle inter-
venes, in which case it blocks access to the object, or access to the object is 
achieved, in which case no vehicle intervened.  151   In my view, what the trans-
parency argument establishes is that one would be impotent to tell whether the 
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qualitative experience one undergoes is ‘internal’ or ‘external.’ Indeed, under 
the stringent exclusionary conditions just outlined, it would be just as reason-
able to interpret a blue expanse as an opaque screen as it is to interpret it as 
some physical object diaphanously present before one.  152   What deserves 
endorsement, then, is not one of these two glosses, but an agnostic mid-way, 
since both options are equally viable (until and unless further experience is 
allowed to enter the picture). 

 Whereas iconicity engulfs the very quality to which it refers, acquain-
tance always keeps its object at bay. Indeed, it should be remembered that 
indexicals used to go by the name ‘egocentric particulars.’  153   Russell designed 
the notion with the express intent of preserving such a split: “Now I wish to 
preserve the dualism of subject and object in my terminology, because this 
dualism seems to me a fundamental fact concerning cognition.”  154   The possi-
bility of developing an account of iconicity has been hindered by the assump-
tion that such demonstratives are “the mother and father of all information-based 
thoughts.”  155   A symptomatic statement can help to appreciate the scope of 
the missed opportunities. Chalmers matches my negative claim that what is 
involved in phenomenal knowledge is not an index. He writes: “Mary’s thought 
involves attributing a certain substantive qualitative nature to an object that 
is identifi ed demonstratively. The concept  R —her qualitative concept of the 
sort of experience in question—is not a demonstrative concept at all...”  156   
However, Chalmers does not match my positive claim that what is involved 
is an icon. The closest he comes to reference by shared quality is when he 
invents a ‘direct phenomenal concept.’  157   Pausing to take stock of what he 
has gleaned from his dialectic, Chalmers writes: “All this is to say that there is 
something intrinsically epistemic about experience. To have an experience 
is automatically to stand in some sort of intimate epistemic relation to the 
experience....”  158   Chalmers is saying that to undergo an experience is  eo ispo  
to know ‘what it is like’ to have that experience (one might rephrase this by 
saying that whenever there is a token, there is a tone). Yet, Chalmers imme-
diately adds: “...—a relation that we might call ‘acquaintance.’”  159   By using 
this Russellian label and speaking of a ‘relation,’ Chalmers inadvertently takes 
on a host of philosophical assumptions which introduce a gap or hiatus between 
knower and known. 
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 Chalmers is simply working out a consequence of this dualism of subject 
and object when he asserts that “experiences are not red in the same sense in 
which apples are red. Phenomenal redness (a property of experiences or of 
subjects of experience) is a different property from external redness (a property 
of external objects).”  160   Although Chalmers immediately adds that “both are 
respectable properties in their own right,” his basic assumptions nevertheless 
leave him with two tokens to juxtapose: one ‘in here,’ the other ‘out there.’ 
Presumably, one comes to know a token ‘out there’ by means of a token ‘in 
here.’ Yet, no matter how alike those tokens are, the thin space of numerical 
distinctness between them is enough to cast doubt that one truly has referred to 
the quality in question. Chalmers is therefore right that a predicament like 
absent or inverted qualia is “occasionally found distasteful, but it is a natural 
consequence of the indexicality of the concept” employed to express phe-
nomenal qualities.  161   

 The trichotomy of symbol/index/icon is distinguished from all this by 
making room for a mode of reference that fuses sign-vehicle and object. 
Because it is merely potentially similar to something like it, “[a] pure icon can 
convey no positive or factual information; for it affords no assurance that there 
is any such thing in nature.”  162   Although indexicality has its place, Peircean 
semiotics countenances an ideal case where what is signifying and what is 
signifi ed are one and the same. In short, careful study of the conditions for 
the possibility of sign-action reveals a ground level where similarity becomes 
so pronounced that “[i]t is an affair of suchness only.”  163   When prescinding 
all the way to uncorrupted iconicity (without numerically-distinct tokens), 
we therefore place ourselves at a level incapable of supporting the distinc-
tion between veridicality and illusion, given that “[o]n a perceptual level you 
cannot predicate anything of a Likeness other than the recognition that it is 
that Likeness.”  164   This means that, contrary to the view expressed by Chalmers, 
if one looks solely at a quality, experiences  are  red in the same sense in which 
apples are red. Papineau comes to the same conclusion: “What it’s like to focus 
phenomenally on your visual experience of the bird is no different from what 
it’s like to see the bird.”  165   If this is true, then by joint attention subjects can 
genuinely come to know what it’s like for each other to enjoy a given phenom-
enal experience. 

 Now, a standard approach to truth sees it as consisting of truth-bearers on 
one side, truth-makers on the other side, and a truth-relation between the two. 



Referring to the Qualitative Dimension of Consciousness    169 

      166      Bradley (2012, pp. 157–158).  
      167      See Levine (2007, p. 163).  
      168      Matjaž Potr č  defends something analogous when he argues that conscious experi-

ence presupposes an “original intertwinedness” of subject and object (2008, pp. 
110–111). Although Potr č  does not pursue the affi nity, his proposal is reminiscent 
of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s refl ections on the “chiasm” of experience, according to 
which “he who sees cannot possess the visible unless he is possessed by it, unless 
he  is of it ” (1968, pp. 134–135).  

      169      Bigelow and Pargetter (2006, p. 377).  
      170      Eco (1976, p. 71).  

This essentially reprises the triadic model of the sign. Whatever ‘truth’ we get 
in iconic reference, though, reminds us not to take this model for granted, since 
in our most proximate experiential dealings with objects, truth-bearer and 
truth-maker are one.  166   This means that one should not worry about (much less 
accuse theorists of  167  ) confl ating physical presence and cognitive presence 
since, at the proper level of analysis, there is simply nothing to ‘confl ate.’  168   

 All the distinctions in the earlier diagram and grid are prescissive, so I have 
no wish to deny that, “[w]hen Mary says, ‘So  this  is what it is like!’, what she 
refers to will almost certainly be a physical property of a physical event.”  169   
Such physical presence would suddenly matter if, say, Mary were to use a red 
rose to indicate to her colleagues that she passed by the laboratory while they 
were gone. Indices, however, do not exhaust the referential repertoire, so I argue 
that the red rose can fulfi l other roles that turn on its quality. Deliberate focus 
on a quality does not erase the fact that a token is needed to see a tone—the 
referential resources of philosophy of signs may be richer, but particulars are 
always needed to impinge upon our senses, just like any sign must have some 
concrete material support. But if, as I have argued, similarity does not depend 
on proximity, then it is misleading to claim in an unqualifi ed way that reference 
to any  x  involves causal infl uence from  x  to the referential act. 

 To be sure, the pure icon must remain a theoretical ideal—the logical asymp-
tote of a likeness bereft of any alterity (qualitative and numerical). To the 
extent one reaches this limit, one does so only by means of reason. I thus own 
up to the fact that, ultimately, “[s]emiosis explains itself by itself.”  170   The 
methodological difference is that, unlike using symbols to talk about symbols—
which is what linguists do when they employ a metalanguage,—using symbols 
to talk about icons requires semioticians to subtract, not add, a layer a dis-
course. Neither strategy is impossible to implement. In either case, one must 
disregard one’s intervention; otherwise no progress can be made.   

 Conclusion 
 The moment an organism acts on the basis of a feeling, this generates a worry 
that we are studying that feeling’s discernible effects, not the quality of the 
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feeling itself. Properly understood, phenomenal states or qualia are not supposed 
to enter into any kind of relation with the world or other mental states, otherwise 
they could in principle be detected (either through their causal effi cacy or partic-
ipation in inferences). Hence, “[o]n the phenomenal concept, mind is character-
ized by the way it  feels ; on the psychological concept, mind is characterized by 
what it  does .”  171   Yet, since ‘doing’ automatically changes the topic away from 
phenomenality, how could one possibly refer to such qualities? Some  172   have 
taken this to mean that humans have an inherent shortcoming when it comes to 
understanding consciousness. The phenomenal concept strategist maintains that, 
on the contrary, our epistemic powers are almost too strong for their own good. 
We employ a special class of concepts when discussing conscious states, and a 
better understanding of those concepts will show that “the disturbing effect of the 
explanatory gap arises from an illusion....”  173   

 There is a sense in which I too have endeavoured to disentangle certain 
intuitions that generate puzzlement about consciousness. Chalmers remarks 
that “[t]he clearest cases of direct phenomenal concepts arise when a subject 
attends to the quality of an experience and forms a concept wholly based on 
attention to the quality.”  174   Once one enlists the resources of philosophy of 
signs to articulate this idea of a concept  wholly  based on attention to a quality, 
one gathers that only icons could be up to the task of referring to qualia. One 
can prescind a simple quality amidst any segment of semiosis, but one must 
ensure that whatever one reports about those impoverished scenarios does 
not help itself to the very resources supposed absent. Hence, qualia “are the 
artifi cial product of a highly sophisticated analysis, and not genuine existents 
revealed to ordinary, everyday scrutiny.”  175   Unfortunately, mainstream debates 
took on selected Peircean ideas without grasping their full semiotic motiva-
tion. Present-day advocates of the phenomenal concept strategy represent the 
culmination of the (mistaken) assumption that indexicals are the simplest form 
of reference one can muster. By dipping below the level of triadic relations, 
I have tried to approach phenomenal consciousness from a different—and 
more promising—angle. 

 How does the world ‘convey’ information to our minds? The overlooked 
possibility I have been exploring is: by doing no conveying to begin with. 
Icons are ideal transducers because they involve no transduction; “[a]nd this 
means that philosophers do not have the task of explaining how we get  from  
our experience  to  its external object.”  176   If we come to the situation armed with 
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the possibility of such ‘split-free’ iconic reference, it is no longer mandatory to 
countenance the disconnect illustrated by O’Dea. William Seager writes that 
“[t]he privacy of your qualia does not at all imply that others can’t know what 
experiences you are having or what they are like. But of course they cannot 
know this by literally sharing your experiences.”  177   At the risk of sounding 
provocative, this essay suggests that they can.     
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Abstract. Th is article builds on C. S. Peirce’s suggestive blueprint for an inclusive 
outlook that grants reality to his three categories. Moving away from the usual focus 
on (contentious) cosmological forces, I use a modal principle to partition various 
ontological layers: regular sign-action (like coded language) subsumes actual sign-
action (like here-and-now events) which in turn subsumes possible sign-action (like 
qualities related to whatever would be similar to them). Once we realize that the triadic 
sign’s components are each answerable to this asymmetric subsumption, we obtain the 
means to track at which level of complexity semiosis fi nds itself, in a given case. Since 
the bulk of such a “trinitarian” metaphysics would be devoted to countenancing un-
interpreted phenomena, I argue that current misgivings about sign-based ontologies 
are largely misplaced.

Keywords: semiotics, metaphysics, Charles Peirce, modality, possibility, actuality, 
generality, trinitarianism, prescission, taxonomy, relations, Karl Popper, inference

Th e student of Aristotle usually begins with the Categories; and the fi rst thing that 
strikes him is the author’s unconsciousness of any distinction between grammar 
and metaphysics, between modes of signifying and modes of being. When he 
comes to the metaphysical books, he fi nds that this is not so much an oversight as 
an assumed axiom [...]. (CP 2.384)

I would say, actually it is fi ne to derive one’s metaphysics from one’s semantics – 
just please, please get a less simplistic semantics! (Legg 2013: 16)

Sign Systems Studies 43(4), 2015, 523–559

http://dx.doi.org/10.12697/SSS.2015.43.4.10



524 Marc Champagne

1. Introduction

Th ere is a sense in which one can use signs without granting their reality, just as 
one can breathe without accepting the reality of air. But, if one does not endorse a 
metaphysical outlook explicitly, an uncritical view will simply fi ll the void (Lowe 
2014: 128–130). Unfortunately, despite this inevitability, no one really knows how to 
adjudicate metaphysical disagreements. Parsimony – the aspiration to posit as little 
as possible – is a widely-cited desideratum, but it is unclear what counts as more 
parsimonious. David Chalmers (2013: 18), for instance, writes that “[a]ccording to 
Russellian monism, all conscious experience is grounded in structure plus quiddities, 
but not in structure alone”. I happen to agree with this. Yet, if there is a commitment 
to something “plus” something else, how can this be “monism”? 

One method, prominent in analytic metaphysics since at least Quine (2001[1953]: 
1–19), consists in looking at what (some) people talk about, then cataloguing what has 
to exist in order for that talk to make sense. Of course, we have to begin somewhere, 
but why should we begin with language? And which language should we pick, exactly? 
Quine and his followers held that “if we could imagine our science collated and 
regularized into a single theory expressed in fi rst-order logic, its bound variables 
would have values” (Legg 2013: 3) that would pick out what is real. Like Legg, I fi nd 
this overly simplistic. Th e strategy will certainly succeed in capturing some of “what 
there is”, but I see no reason why it would capture all there is.

With Charles S. Peirce (2015: 681), I am compelled to recognize that “[t]here are 
countless Objects of Consciousness that words cannot express”. Verbal descriptions, 
for instance, arguably fail to convey fully what it is like to experience an orgasm 
(Champagne in press b). So, instead of looking at language for my clue, I propose to 
derive a metaphysical outlook from sign-action in the broadest sense.

Like most Peircean semioticians, I think we can analyse signs into three discernible 
parts. Pursuant with this, I will explore the idea that reality is comprised of three 
stuff s: lone quality, causal impacts between two things, and triadic relations (that 
have the power to beget more of themselves). Following Bradley (2009), I propose 
to call this trinitarianism. On a trinitarian ontology, everything is made of one or 
more of the sign’s three parts.1 I suppose I could say that there is only one thing in 
the world, semiosis, and that it has three “properties”, namely Firstness, Secondness, 
and Th irdness. However, there may be genuine ontological commitments involved, 
and I want to see what happens when those are embraced head-on. My hunch is that, 
when it is presented in a charitable light, a sign-based worldview turns out not to be 
spooky at all.

1 I could have also named this view ‘semiotic trinitarianism’, to distinguish it from religious 
versions (like Polkinghorne 2003; Robinson 2010).
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My eff ort can be glossed a number of ways. It is partly pedagogical: I am out to 
explain some key Peircean ideas to an audience that may not have a prior familiarity 
with (or sympathy towards) those ideas. It is partly promotional: I believe that 
mainstream debates in metaphysics would benefi t from considering semiotic theory. 
It is partly corrective: I fi nd that discussions in semiotics sometimes carelessly endorse 
(or fl irt with) misguided ideas, so I want to do my best to fl ag some notable dead-
ends. It is partly synthetic: I have been thinking about these issues for a while now, 
so I want to pause and unite my ideas in a comprehensive worldview. One thing my 
eff ort is not, however, is exegetical: I am not out to woo or outdo established Peirce 
scholarship. I am schooled in the relevant literature and stand by everything I say, but 
there are plenty of sources that will satisfy exegetical cravings better than this article.

Here is how I intend to proceed. I will begin by retracing the motivation behind 
the endorsement of three stuff s (Section 2). I will then contrast this triple commitment 
with Karl Popper’s three “worlds” (Section 3). Instead of positing worlds, I will use 
a modal principle to partition diff erent layers: regular sign-action subsumes actual 
sign-action which in turn subsumes possible sign-action (Section 4). As we will see, 
these basic layers can be recursively compounded in a way that does justice to a whole 
range of experiences. Aft er breaking the action of signs down into such discernible 
steps, I will look at salient examples (Section 5). I will discuss the pros and cons of 
ranking signs in an ascending or descending order (Section 6). Finally, I will draw 
on the foregoing to show how the bulk of a Peirce-inspired metaphysics is devoted to 
countenancing un-interpreted phenomena (Section 7).

2. Why three stuff s?

My second epigraph calls for a less simplistic “semantics”. Semantics is sometimes 
defi ned (when it is defi ned at all) as the study of meaning apart from use (see Palmer 
1997: 1–8). Linguists have been trying to do semantics since at least Michel Bréal’s 1897 
Essai de sémantique. In philosophy, the logician Alfred Tarski used the term in a 1936 
paper titled “Grundlegung der wissenschaft lichen Semantik”. Two years later, Charles 
W. Morris published his infl uential Foundations of the Th eory of Signs (reprinted in 
Morris 1971: 13–71). In that short paper, Morris cut semiotics into three branches: 
“semantics” (studying vehicle-to-object relations), “syntactics” (studying vehicle-to-
vehicle relations), and “pragmatics” (studying vehicle-to-interpreter relations).

Rudolf Carnap, who was infl uenced by both Morris and Tarski, was among the 
fi rst analytic philosophers to describe prominently his investigations as “semantic” 
(see Hanzel 2009). Yet this aspiration to study one relation in isolation is highly 
questionable. Indeed, one could argue that vehicle-to-interpreter relations matter only 
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because interpreters take it that there are vehicle-to-object relations (what interest 
could any interpreter possibly have in a mere vehicle?). Likewise, one can wonder 
how, without vehicle-to-interpreter relations and vehicle-to-object relations, one can 
be in any position to distinguish between vehicle-to-vehicle and mere thing-to-thing 
relations. What, for example, distinguishes a string of beads in an abacus from a string 
of pearls in a necklace? It seems that, without “semantic” value and “pragmatic” use, 
we have no justifi able basis to think that one string (the abacus) has syntax while the 
other (the pearl necklace) lacks syntax.

Despite these problems, the isolated study of semantics is now so entrenched 
in philosophy and linguistics that reintroducing the unifi ed notion of semiosis is 
considered a radical move (see Rellstab 2010). Analytic philosophers of language have 
artifi cially divided a phenomenon into simpler parts, but are now unable to fi nd their 
way back. To his credit, Morris (1971: 23) warned that “the various dimensions” picked 
out by his trivium of disciplines “are only aspects of a unitary process”. Popularity, 
however, has a way of putting statements on a severe diet.

Morris claimed to be continuing the work of Peirce (Rochberg-Halton, McMurtrey 
1983), but “[t]he term [semantics] is not one found anywhere in Peirce; for pragmaticism, 
the fi eld it is supposed to demarcate, simply does not and cannot exist” (Tejera 1991: 
151). Th is impossibility stems from the fact that, unlike the branches proposed by 
Morris, signs are three-term relations that cannot be reduced to conjunctions of pairs. 
As a logician trained in framing things in the broadest terms possible, Peirce (CP 
1.339) showed how any sign is something that stands for something to something – 
regardless of what might fi ll these place-holders on a given occasion.2 I will refi ne this 
considerably in subsequent sections. For now, what matters is that this triadic model 
imposes a very strong constraint: delete any component in the triad and the action 
proper to signs ceases.

To see why, imagine that a person and a text are placed near each other, so that the 
person could in principle view the text. How confi dent would we be that the person 
read what was written if the person in question had no reaction whatsoever to the 
exposure? I mean this literally: no utterance, no eye tracking, no increased palm 
moisture, and no altered brain state – no alteration at all. With no eff ect, how would 
we regard the claim “Th e person has interpreted the sign-vehicle before her”? It seems 
that, under such circumstances, such a claim would be completely unwarranted. At 
minimum, then, interpretation demands that something happen. It does not have to 
be much; a quick glance in the direction of the text, for example, would give the claim 
of interpretation renewed weight/plausibility. Still, if bringing two things together 

2 Additionally, Peirce argued that all complex relations can be reduced to three-term 
relations. His demonstrations, which belong to a branch of geometry called topology, are laid 
out in Peirce 1998: 364.
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results in nothing more than bringing together two things, we have no reason to gloss 
the proximity as interpretive.3

Peirce uses ‘interpretant’ to name the eff ect produced when a sign-vehicle is linked 
to an object. ‘Interpretant’ is a rigorously defi ned term-of-art in semiotic theory, so it 
should not be confused with the lay notion of interpreter. Just as we replace the lay term 
‘sign’ by the more appropriate term ‘sign-vehicle’ to pick out a material thing based on 
the semiotic role it plays, so we replace ‘interpreter’ by ‘interpretant’ when we want 
to pick out the semiotic role it plays (diff erent roles, diff erent names). Nevertheless, 
as shown by the common etymology, the two notions are not completely unrelated:

Now, the conception that Peirce takes to be the ordinary, unrefl ected idea of 
sign and sign-process is that the activity of signs [...] involves an utterer and an 
interpreter. Such a view may seem to be almost opposite to Peirce’s generalized 
conceptions of sign and semiosis. But, in fact, Peirce considers this crude idea to 
contain the seed of truth. [...] Peirce’s aim is to abstract those ingredients of utterer 
and interpreter that are vital to the being of a sign. (Bergman 2003: 11)

If we ask what gives interpreters their unique ability to bring about meaningful 
relations, we have a lot of possible explanations: it might be because of their livers, 
or their brains, or the fact that their bodies contain sodium. Yet, such answers are 
about as promising as thinking that ink or paint is what makes a sign-vehicle capable 
of signifying. In either case, a functional defi nition is in order. Hence, looking at 
everyday interpreters, Peirce was able to discern a very specifi c relation: “Such a 
mediating representation may be termed an interpretant, because it fulfi ls the offi  ce 
of an interpreter, who says that a foreigner says the same thing which he himself says” 
(Peirce 1992: 5).

Consider a United Nations interpreter paid to mediate between French and English 
diplomats. Th is bilingual interpreter is a regular person, liver and all. Yet, the semiotic 
function that she fulfi ls is not visible in the same sense. To be an interpreter, one 
must relate things. In the present case, a French diplomat speaks, then the bilingual 
interpreter, having listened, speaks in English. Of course, nothing prevents the U. N. 
worker from temporarily suspending her vocation and saying whatever she wants to 
her English interlocutor. Were she to do this, though, she would no longer be relating 

3 Might the person in my example eventually react to the text in some fashion? Certainly; 
in that sense, the situation allows for a host of potential responses. Th is potential, however, 
is confi rmed only by acts. If those acts are regular/habitual, then all the better. In fact, for 
an occurrence to count as linguistic, the reactions have to be regular/habitual. One cannot 
be credited with knowing Japanese just because on a single occasion one randomly uttered 
a Japanese-sounding word (which is why, as we shall later see, Peircean semiotics requires a 
symbol to have a regular type as its vehicle).
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her utterances to the French utterances in a way that entitle the former to count as 
interpretations of the latter. Hence, a specifi c relation must be satisfi ed: the interpreter 
conveyed to the English diplomat what the French diplomat herself conveyed, thereby 
giving the English a mediated access to the French that the English would not have 
otherwise had.

Although the role of the interpretant is similar to that of the interpreter who acts 
as a “middle-man” between two parties (Savan 1987: 43–48), it is being in the middle 
that counts, not being a man. As such, “the notion of sign [...] has been constructed 
as conceptually independent of particular situations” (Bouissac 2000: 19). Th is lets 
semiotics study a host of situations (Deely et al. 1986). If, for example, a squid – call it 
squid A – sees an approaching predator and thereby secretes ink, this ink can in turn 
act as a sign-vehicle to another squid B, whose interpretant will also be to fl ee. Add 
another squid C which fl ees upon seeing the fl ight of squid B and the fl ight that was 
an interpretant in the original triad now counts as a sign-vehicle in the newer triad. 
Th e relation is the same as the U. N. diplomat case: B conveyed to C what A itself 
conveyed, thereby giving C a mediated access to A that C would not have otherwise 
had. Peirce’s categories of First, Second, and Th ird are meant to help us track the 
role-switching that allows information to be passed along in this relay race (that can 
pause but can never stop, once and for all).4

Th e familiar secretion which prompts an about face in squid B cannot by itself 
account for that squid’s aversive response. Studying the chemical properties of the 
sign-vehicle won’t help; we must recognize that the ink acted as a sign. If one refuses 
to see that squid B fl ees a predator (and not a cloud of ink), one is going to miss out on 
what is really going on. Squid B may never see the predator itself – that is the whole 
point (and evolutionary utility) of an anticipatory fl ight. Yet, working together, these 
signs at sea can connect distant objects, “[f]or to be in a relation to X, and to be in a 
relation to a relation to X, mean the same thing” (Peirce, MS 611, quoted in Stjernfelt 
2014: 87).5 Th e static idea of ‘semantics’ occludes these important features.

John Dewey studied briefl y under Peirce at Johns Hopkins University. Compared 
with Morris, Dewey had a far clearer grasp of what the founder of pragmatism meant 
by meaning, so the passages where Dewey corrected Morris are instructive:

Peirce uniformly holds (1) that there is no such thing as a sign in isolation, every 
sign being a constituent of a sequential set of signs, so that apart from membership 
in this set, a thing has no meaning – or is not a sign; and (2) that in the sequential 
movement of signs thus ordered, the meaning of the earlier ones in the series 

4 For another example using marmots, sunfl owers, and who knows what else, see Champagne 
2009b: 159.
5 Smartphones, for example, put us in touch with one another across vast distances partly 
because they go from, say, English to strings of 0s and 1s and back to English.
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is provided by or constituted by the later ones as their interpretants, until a 
conclusion (logical as a matter of course) is reached. Indeed, Peirce adheres so 
consistently to this view that he says, more than once, that signs, as such, form an 
infi nite series, so that no conclusion of reasoning is forever fi nal, being inherently 
open to having its meaning modifi ed by further signs. (Dewey 1946: 88)6

Scholars and scientists oft en sense that something like semiosis happens, but they 
sometimes couch their intuitions in anthropomorphic analogies that invite offi  cial 
disavowals. Th e neuroscientist Bernard Baars, for example, writes that “[i]f we could 
zoom in on one individual neuron [...] we would see the nerve cell communicating 
frantically to its neighbors about one thousand times per second [...]” (Baars 1997: 
18; emphasis added). Frederik Stjernfelt (in Emmeche et al. 2008: 7) observes that, 
promissory notes aside, such terminology is never reduced or eliminated. A trinitarian 
would argue that such reductions or eliminations are never carried out because, 
fundamentally, the action of signs is a genuine part of reality.

If, say, neuron A impinges on neuron B, and neuron B impinges on neuron C, then 
no matter how we unpack the impingement, we cannot credit these two events with 
any kind of informational transfer unless neuron C is aff ected in a way that makes 
it relate to neuron A through the intermediary of neuron B.7 In this sense, we have 
action at a distance. Th is is what Peirce (1998: 411) meant by semiosis, namely “an 
action, or infl uence, which is, or involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a 
sign, its object, and its interpretant, this tri-relative infl uence not being in any way 
resolvable into actions between pairs”.8

Like rubber-bands layered atop one another until they form a ball-shape, signs 
can be added to signs even though the inner-most rubber band that started it all 
is coiled unto nothing but itself. Indeed, “as any teacher can well attest, the object 
communicated need by no means have a physical presence to the communicants even 
when and if it has a physical presence elsewhere, for it need not have or have ever 
had a physical presence at all [...]” (Deely 2015: 10). Th is is what happens when an 
error or a fi ction spreads. If, for example, squid A would have secreted its ink merely 
because of a malfunctioning organ, squid B would still have fl ed, even in the absence 
of a real predator, and that fl ight would still have made squid C fl ee too. Hence, 

6 For a compact justifi cation of this view, see Peirce 1992: 11–27.
7 Fred Dretske (1981) has done a great job showing how information theory can be used 
to craft  a persuasive account. Unfortunately, Dretske (1995) also thinks we should try to 
“naturalize” the mind in a way that makes the idea of qualitative experience dubious (see 
Bailey 2005). I do not see why this incredulity should follow. On the contrary, as I will argue in 
Section 5, I think the triadic account implies a qualitative limit case where A stands for A to A.
8 Contrast this with the account of (effi  cient) causality given in Bunge 2008.
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erroneous or not, the basic structure of meaning propagation stays the same.9 Analytic 
philosophers tend to fi xate on truth, reducing all in absentia discourse to moments of 
direct “acquaintance” (Russell 1910–1911), but the agnosticism or alethic neutrality of 
semiosis is what enables coral reefs of the imagination like literature. We write/read 
something we know to be untrue, yet pass it along nonetheless.

Because that action of signs traverses nature and culture, the study of signs permits/
demands a unifi ed view of the natural and social sciences (Deely 2009b; Sebeok 2000). 
A prevalent picture, however, asks us to stack all disciplines according to the size or 
scale of their subject matters: cultural phenomena are supposed to be reducible to 
neurological facts, which are supposed to be reducible to chemical and, eventually, 
to physical facts. Th is vertical arrangement, canonically expressed by Oppenheim 
and Putnam (1958: 9), has mired many disciplines in physics-envy and neuromania. 
However, I reject the dubious metaphysical thesis that, the smaller a thing is, the more 
real it is. So, when I advocate a “layered” ontology, I do not mean this. A researcher 
may spend her time looking at microscopes (e.g., El-Hani et al. 2006) or shopping 
malls (e.g., Danesi 2006), but such personal predilections do not mean that a given 
venue is where “real” signs reside.

Despite the continued prevalence of reductionism – even in semiotics10 – the fact is 
that “over more than forty years since its publication, the specifi c extrapolations off ered 
by [Oppenheim and Putnam] seem to have been, without exception, mistaken” (Ross 
2005: 168). Having changed his views in light of these failings, Putnam (2015: 313) is 
now trying to rehabilitate “philosophical positions that are ‘naturalist’ in the sense [...] 

9 Jesper Hoff meyer (2014: 14) has recently argued that, because de-cerebrated rats can still 
lift  their hind leg when approaching a spot where they had previously received electric shocks, 
the brain is not needed for sign-action to take place. As a point about the stinging object not 
needing to be present, I fi nd this argument persuasive. Now, I presume that a headless rat is a 
dead rat. Since Hoff meyer is granting that semiosis can occur even without life, he now needs 
to tell us what, if anything, distinguishes a dead rat’s convulsing body from, say, an elastic 
material that has become tougher as a result of prior kneading. Peirce embraced this with his 
broad notion of ‘habit’, but I doubt Hoff meyer would follow him. Hoff meyer might respond 
that some cells in a dead rat are still “alive”, but letting semiosis make do without brains or 
regular organismic life is a big concession (bigger, I think, than Hoff meyer currently realizes).
10 Th e manifesto by Anderson et al. (1984) struggles against the centripetal pull of this picture 
while undermining that very struggle with prefi xes like “microsemiotic”, “macrosemiotic”, 
“quantumsemiotic”, and “megasemiotic” (Anderson et al. 1984: 13). Luckily, none of those 
neologisms have caught on – although one recent paper dazzled by scale managed to 
confuse the natural sign of boiling water for an alleged “chemiosemiosis” (see the critique in 
Champagne 2013b). I fi nd it absurd to think that, were I to shrink to a minuscule size and write 
graffi  ti on a cell wall, my antics would suddenly become the province of “biosemioticians” 
instead of “sociosemioticians” (and that, were I to shrink even further, the baton would pass to 
“chemiosemioticians”).
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of rejecting all appeals to supernatural entities in philosophy while simultaneously 
rejecting the positivist demand that aesthetic and ethical concepts be reduced to the 
concepts of the natural sciences or expecting that they could, or eventually will be, so 
reduced”. I do not cling to (or wish to rescue) the label “naturalism”, but I join Putnam 
in this important task.11

Since I want to acknowledge the very signs I rely on in order to defend my view 
of the world, I propose to countenance semiotic triads – plus all the simpler (dyadic 
and monadic) states that they subsume.

3. Peirce’s three categories versus Popper’s three “worlds”

Maybe I lack erudition, but I know of only one major contemporary thinker besides 
Peirce who countenanced three stuff s, and that is Karl Popper. Popper is mainly known 
for the view that science advances by means of conjectures and refutations (Popper 
2002[1963]), but he eventually felt it necessary to clarify the ontology that makes this 
cut-and-parry binding and predictive. Although Popper did not read Peirce prior 
to 1966 (Chauviré 2005: 209), the subsequent eff ects of his reading quickly became 
noticeable,12 so the case can be made that his three worlds were loosely inspired by the 
Peircean categories. Popper (1955) was concerned with the mainstream mind-body 
problem, but given that “we fi nd in Peirce no traditional philosophical arrangement 
that creates a mind-body problem” (Pietarinen 2006: 76), something was lost in 
translation. Even so, the ideas of Popper can serve as a convenient foil to introduce 
the distinctive ontological commitments of trinitarianism.

As a philosopher of science, Popper did not want to deny the mind-independent 
existence of matter. He did, however, think that an exclusively material world would 
be insuffi  cient to house consciousness and knowledge. In short, Popper wanted to 
put scientists in his scientifi c worldview. He thus strove to account for what he called 
“knowledge in the objective sense, which consists of the logical content of our theories 
conjectures, and guesses” (Popper 1979: 73). Examples of such knowledge would be 
“theories published in journals and books and stored in libraries” (Popper 1979: 
73).13 Note that the “objective” items here are not paper sheets, but rather the abstract 
theories that reside in (and, when interpreted, are transmitted by) token sign-vehicles 

11 For a detailed story about normativity that counts as “naturalist” in the liberal sense 
outlined by Putnam, see Champagne 2011.
12 Popper considered Peirce to be “one of the greatest philosophers of all time” (Popper 1979: 
212) and praised him for espousing indeterminism in physics (Popper 1979: 213, 296; Popper, 
Eccles 1981: 22–23).
13 Because Popper took seriously the semiotic artefacts used by scientists, his work briefl y 
attracted the attention of Th omas Sebeok (1979: 204–205).
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(see Skagestad 1999: 555–557). Th is suggests that a commitment to physics needs to 
be augmented with something that can track the fl ow of information. In keeping 
with this, Popper locates physical facts in what he calls “world 1”. Popper describes 
“world 2” as “the world of our conscious experiences” (1979: 74). Th e theories and 
ideas transmitted by symbols belong to “world 3”.

Although it is tempting to see world 2 as bridging worlds 1 and 3 – those numbers 
certainly invite such a reading – that temptation must be resisted. To see world 3 as an 
outgrowth of conscious experience would be to consider rational entailments as rooted 
in psychology. Like Peirce, Popper rejects psychologism, and thus makes it clear that 
“there is a sense in which world 3 is autonomous: in this world we can make theoretical 
discoveries in a similar way to that in which we can make geographical discoveries in 
world 1” (Popper 1979: 74). World 3 is thus closer to Plato’s realm of Forms: “We can 
discover new problems in world 3 which were there before they were discovered and 
before they ever became conscious; that is, before anything corresponding to them 
appeared in world 2” (Popper 1979: 74). If one wants to learn something about world 
3, one should not study the physical brain (which is in world 1) or the mind (which is 
in world 2). Rather, one has to engage with the abstract items that populate world 3. 
Hence, “it is impossible to interpret either the third world as a mere expression of the 
second, or the second as the mere refl ection of the third” (Popper 1979: 149).

Th e point of Popper’s numeral labels, then, is not to indicate an ordinal arrangement, 
but to underscore the cardinal distinctness of the three worlds. Th is is diff erent from 
Peirce’s categories, where what is “First” logically comes fi rst.

When Popper promoted his world 3, he was pitting himself against the arid 
materialist ontologies of logical positivism. Logical positivists appealed to basic 
sentences (like “I am seeing a red patch at location x and time y”) as a way of “directly 
reporting the ultimate justifi catory basis in fi rst-person experience of the (objective 
and third-person) empirical claims of science” (Livingston 2013: 80). Scientifi c theories 
are indeed corroborated by joint observation, but such joint conduct is achieved/
coordinated by means of signs. Positivists helped themselves to signs, but they never 
fully acknowledged their existence. Th ey thus failed to notice that triangulating a 
correct referent can work only if utterances convey/carry some kind of meaning 
beyond mere sounds and gestures.

Giving the brain, the mind, and ideas “worlds” of their own was Popper’s way of 
rectifying this. Th is strategy was somewhat crude, but I nevertheless think Popper 
should be praised for trying to accommodate what I and others (e.g., Baker 1987: 
134–148) regard as the most formidable objection to eliminativism: one must defend the 
reality, not just of an ontology, but of whatever the defence of that ontology presupposes/
utilizes. In craft ing my trinitarian metaphysics, I will adhere to this slogan (which we 
should make into a bumper sticker).
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4. The modal principle governing semiosis

For Popper, the ideal entities of world 3 are never allowed to migrate to world 1. 
Likewise, the material things of world 1 cannot leap into the unextended domain of 
world 3. None of these segregations hold in my trinitarianism, where the three parts 
of the sign can be switched around. If one were to postulate that the basic constituents 
of reality are “Up”, “Down”, “Left ” and “Right”, this would not allow one to grab 
something and declare, once and for all, that it is, say, “a Left  thing”. I believe that we 
ought to regard the parts of the sign as real, but not in this crude way. So, if we want 
to get a fi rm handle on semiosis, modal logic provides a far better key.

C. I. Lewis, one of the founders of modal logic (Lewis, Langford 1959[1932]), was 
charged with cataloguing the Peirce manuscripts at Harvard (see Pietarinen 2006: 
53). I think that, while rummaging through those papers, Lewis caught a glimpse of 
a trinitarian ontology. Following this lead, I think we should see semiosis as governed 
by a modal principle or axiom:14 necessity entails actuality entails possibility (we can 
picture the subsumption like Russian dolls nested in each other).

Th is principle, which I will use as my keystone, is both elegant and untendentious. 
If something is necessarily the case, then we can infer that it is actually the case (e.g., 
if it is true that humans must die, then clearly humans do die). Likewise, if something 
is actually the case, then we can infer that it was possible in the fi rst place (e.g., if it is 
true that humans do die, then clearly humans can die). However, there is an asymmetry 
in what can be inferred (e.g., the fact that a vase can break does not mean that it does 
or must break).

Peirce (CP 2.382) obviously did not live to read the work of Lewis, but Peirce was 
familiar with the treatment of these modalities in medieval logic (Knuuttila 1993). 
Th e standard idea of necessity might clash with fallibilism (see Houser 2006), so it 
might be wise to demote necessity to generality.15 In any event, I suggest that modal 
asymmetry is the core principle governing meaning and being alike. Consider this 
my main thesis.

Th is can be given a robust treatment. Indeed, Peirce’s theory tracks whether a 
sign-vehicle could, does, or tends to exist. Answers to that question in turn constrain 
whether such a sign-vehicle could, is, or tends to be related to an object. Finally, 
answers to that question constrain whether such a relation could, is, or tends to be 
interpreted. We can illustrate these layered constraints as follows:

14 An axiom is a proposition not subject to further demonstration or proof. Ideally, a well-
chosen axiom would have to be relied on in any attempt to refute it.
15 Th is would make the inference of P from generally-that-P probable, not deductively valid.
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Table 1. Th ree layered trichotomies 

Th is is the famous “1903 classifi cation” (laid out in Peirce 1998: 289–299).16 In keeping 
with my suggestion that semiotics makes a good metaphysics, I do not think “being” is 
so elusive that it slips past this fi ne net of meaning (I also think that collective inquiry 
into the sign would undergo a major growth spurt if it required demonstrable mastery 
of Table 1 as a minimum professional competence).

16 Like the movie character Forrest Gump, who was a gift ed runner but did not know when 
to stop, Peirce also draft ed his cryptic “1908 classifi cation” (reconstructed in Borges 2014; 
with comparisons in Farias, Queiroz 2003). In my judgement, Peirce’s three interpretants 
(‘immediate’, ‘dynamic’ and ‘fi nal’) go over the same terrain covered by the rheme, dicisign, 
and argument. Likewise, his two objects (‘immediate’ and ‘dynamic’) recapitulate the dyadic 
encounter we fi nd in the index. Some scholars (e.g., Atkin 2008) explore all the subsequent 
distinctions, but I am here focusing on what I take to be Peirce’s peak fl oruit.
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Th e table makes room for all sorts of signs. Th omas Sebeok (1979: 64) called 
ecumenicalism the “distinctive burden” of semiotics. Elimination is the cardinal sin 
of such a research programme. Indeed, “if semiotics is the science of signs, as the 
etymology of the word suggests, then it does not exclude any sign. If, in the variety 
of the systems of signs, one discovers systems that diff er from others by their specifi c 
properties, one can place them in a special class without removing them from the 
general science of signs” (Jakobson, Pomorska 1983; quoted in Sebeok 1991: 77). One 
is of course free to study a codifi ed sign system like language aft er having adopted such 
a wide vantage, but one will then do so with a renewed understanding that renders 
less mysterious where the human mind and its cultural products fi t in the grander 
scheme of things. Th at is what metaphysical accounts are for.

Th e layers in Table 1 can be discerned, but they are not “distinct” in the way that, 
say, rock collections or kitchen utensils are. For one thing, the attempt to confi rm the 
presence of a quality or event without triggering any kind of interpretation would be 
tantamount to “asking a fl ashlight in a dark room to search around for something 
that does not have any light shining upon it” (Jaynes 2000[1976]: 23). As a result, we 
can arrive at such distinctions only by means of a “formal” distinction. A formal 
distinction, also called a prescissive abstraction, is performed “by imagining ourselves 
in situations in which certain elements of fact cannot be ascertained” (CP 2.428). It 
thus lies between a “distinction of reason” and a “real distinction”. A distinction of 
reason “is completely dependent upon the mind” (Jordan 1984: 44), whereas “things 
are really distinct if they are separable, that is, if they can exist one without the other” 
(Jordan 1984: 45). We can only wedge formal distinctions into semiosis.

Th us, if we start from the top-most trichotomy of Table 1 and percolate downward 
in accordance with what the modal asymmetries permit, we can discern ten signs (see 
Peirce 1998: 294–296):

10. Type / symbol / argument
9. Type / symbol / dicisign
8. Type / symbol / rheme
7. Type / index / dicisign
6. Type / index / rheme
5. Type / icon / rheme
4. Token / index / dicisign
3. Token / index / rheme
2. Token / icon / rheme
1. Tone / icon / rheme
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Like the periodic table of elements, Peircean semiotics ranks signs using a basic 
model (i.e., the triadic sign) and a principled criterion (i.e., the modal axiom).17 Th is 
tracks varying degrees of complexity and simplicity. Th e most complex sign is the 
argument – a recognizable type that has been assigned a conventional meaning which, 
once understood, compels the production of a further symbol. Everything prior to this 
is meant to give a foundational account of where such inferences fi t in the world.18 Let us 
now look at the bookends of this spectrum, as well as the causal sign located mid-way.

5. A look at salient examples

In his defi nition of the sign, Peirce (1998: 272–273) does not say that a sign is a thing 
that stands to a second thing in a way capable of determining a third thing. Th ings can 
certainly assume those roles; in fact, I have mainly used these as my examples (neurons, 
squids, people, and books). However, taking full-fl edged things as our baseline would 
be somewhat careless, since what oft en matters in semiosis is only an aspect of a thing.

To count as a “thing”, a thing must have a contour of some sort that distinguishes 
it from its surroundings. According to Peirce’s analysis, this would already bring into 
play a relation: “Here is a glass object. [...] Th ere is however something no part of which 
is altogether glass and no part altogether air. It is glass-air. Th is is the surface between 
the glass and the air” (Peirce in press). Clearly, Peirce saw the world diff erently than 
most of us.19 In any event, since it turns out on careful scrutiny that a relation is present 
in any contour, we can decompose a bounded quality even further. For instance,

If I perceive a French tricolor, I perceive a rectangle made of three horizontal 
stripes, of red, white, and blue. Th is involves experiences of those individual 
stripes. Th ere seems a good sense in which I could have had the experience I had 
of any of those stripes without having the experiences of the others. (Shoemaker 
2003: 65)

We can make a “real distinction” by cutting out the white portion of the fl ag with 
scissors, but only a “formal distinction” truly allows us to arrive at a lone white tone. 

17 For more on chemistry and Peircean semiotics, see Tursman 1989: 453.
18 As Tuomas Tahko (2008: 225) explains, usually, “[t]he relevant candidates for the grounds 
of logic include language, grammar and reality”. I would say that my trinitarian ontology 
grounds logic in reality (while construing that reality in such a way that includes grammar and 
language).
19 I think that, by letting us zoom-in on giant colours meeting in a crisp line, modern painters 
like Barnett Newman have tried to call our attention to this feature (which naturally goes 
unnoticed in our practical dealings with things).
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Deleting all relations means deleting all contrasts and comparisons. So, once there, 
there is no telling which fl ag it might be a part of.

Such an unrelated qualitative state is not (and could never be) encountered in actual 
experience, so it is, as Peirce (1998: 294) says, “a mere logical possibility”. Still, studying 
the most barren situation conceivable helps us “ascertain what must be true of signs 
in order for them to embody meaning” (Liszka 1996: 10). Considered in isolation, the 
only interpretant that a lone quality like yellow could produce would be, also, yellow. 
Being the same, such a quality cannot be diff erentiated into numerically distinct parts. 
Still, like a city planner drawing lines on the ground before any buildings are actually 
erected, we can take any quality and draw what could be called a “pre-division”:

    

Figure 1. Th e tone / icon / rheme

Th is is the paradigm case of modal potentiality, since all the parts of this sign could 
happen.

Looking at this radically impoverished situation, Gérard Deledalle (2000: 15) points 
out that there is nothing we can say. Th at is true. However, few have noticed that, in 
its own bizarre way, Figure 1 satisfi es the strict defi nition of the sign proposed by 
Peirce (1998: 272–273):

A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in such a genuine triadic relation 
to a Second, called its Object, as to be capable of determining a Th ird, called its 
Interpretant, to assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands 
itself to the same Object. 

If a yellow interpretant were produced, this Th ird yellow (noted as “3” in Figure 1) 
would stand in the same relation to the Second yellow that the First yellow stood.20 Th e 

20 It is fruitful to consider that, if a yellow neuron were to somehow turn another neuron 
yellow (and so on), this conveyance of colour would allow the neurons to accomplish the same 
function(s) that they currently fulfi l in the brain. Ned Block once suggested that the qualities 
of consciousness “might be like the water in a hydraulic computer”, such that, despite their 
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triadic relay would be sustained by a shared quality. Even though the tone is a tranquil 
qualitative expanse not disturbed by the ripples of diff erence, its iconic potential sows 
the seed of all subsequent sign-action, since “[n]o sooner have we thought it that it 
becomes interpretable. Th is interpretation involves, in any case, the entire relational 
system, which is in some sense ‘already there’” (Balat 1990; my translation, M.C.).

As my careful use of the subjunctive mood indicates, there are no relations in 
Figure 1. Making room for a pre-actual sign may seem strange,21 but even in a science 
like chemistry, the notion of valence tracks which particles an atom could connect 
with – without saying whether the atom in question does (or ever will) have that 
connection. Likewise, semiotic theory assigns a placeholder for any interpretation, 
called a “rheme” (for the etymology, see Peirce 1998: 285). Th e Routledge Companion 
to Semiotics defi nes the rheme as “representing a qualitative possibility of some sort 
rather than a fact of the matter or a reason” (Cobley 2010: 307).22 Th e rheme is not 
eradicated by the arrival of something concrete. On the contrary, when a quality is 
interpreted, this event delivers proof that the quality could be interpreted.

Countenancing sign 1 may seem superfl uous, but it matters a great deal when we 
try to do justice to real-life cases such as “My (yellow) canary looks like that (yellow) 
banana”:

Th e important idea is this: If any two objects X and Y are similar in some respect, 
then X should possess that “respect” all on its own. Hence, were Y to vanish, X 
would retain the feature that made a comparison by similarity possible. Obviously, 
this applies to Y too. Yet, when we focus only on the relevant quality, we make 
ourselves unable to ascertain whether it is X or Y that is the quality’s bearer. 
Hence, at the proper level of analysis, whatever makes Y and X similar to each 
other is indiff erent to where it is found. (Champagne 2015b: 37)

Of course, a canary and a banana might resemble each other in virtue of another 
shared feature, say, a common shape. Th is just shows how important it is to properly 
pinpoint the relevant aspect responsible for a given “standing for” relation. Corrective 
feedback is crucial to confi rming whether one has discerned the right feature, but there 
is no hope of eventual success if abstract disregard cannot cut through clutter. Hence, 
if a semiotic theory does not allow one to prescissively isolate yellow in its “pre-thing” 

apparent epiphenomenal status, “one should not conclude that the water in the hydraulic 
system does nothing” (Block 1995: 229; see the discussion in Champagne 2009a: 177).
21 For an account of Peirce’s progression towards this view, see Fisch 1986: 184–200, as well as 
Almeder 1973: 7–13.
22 Peirce sometimes described the rhematic interpretant as “[t]hat which remains of a 
Proposition aft er removal of its Subject” (CP 2.95), but this terminology hides just how general 
the notion is (for a similar point, see Stjernfelt 2014: 76).
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status, such a theory will reduce the similarity-based passage from the canary to the 
banana to a causal pairing of tokens, and thereby miss the shared quality that truly 
let one thing stand for the other (see Champagne 2014b).

Now, compare the fi rst sign with the actuality of the fourth sign:

Figure 2. Th e token / index / dicisign

Th is is the paradigm case of modal actuality, since all the parts of this sign do happen. 
Sign 4 is favoured by many, because all its parts are observable. I have inserted the 
term “nearby” in Figure 2, because “[p]erception signs are [...] always spatially bound, 
and, since they take place in a certain sequence, they are also temporally bound” 
(Uexküll 2010[1934]: 54). If sound waves aff ect my ear drum and cause me to leap in 
surprise, the event has generated an actual interpretant. It is the triadic relation that 
renders such a cluster of events signifi cant. A dicisign (from the Latin ‘dicibile’) is an 
interpretant that actually “says” or “asserts” something.23 From this point onward, 
the dividing lines are no longer dotted, even though “[t]alking about the relationship 
between discrete causal facts implies that one abstracts from a continuous process of 
causation” (Hulswit 2001: 342).

Now, compare sign four with the most sophisticated sign:

Figure 3. Th e type / symbol / argument

23 For an in-depth study of the dicisign, see Stjernfelt 2014.
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Th is is the paradigm case of modal generality, since all the parts of this sign tend to 
happen. Consider for example the valid inferential pattern modus tollens: “If P then 
Q / not-Q // Th erefore not-P”. Th e sign-vehicle used to convey this argument has to 
be general enough not to be bound to any particular token instance. Th at type will 
need to have some coded link to its object. Finally, the symbolic notation will have to 
be so arranged that, in its own way, it will compel a specifi c interpretant. In a modus 
tollens, if one knows what “If P then Q” means and one knows what “not-Q” means, 
then one ought to also know “not-P”. In other words, given the conjunction of certain 
symbols, further symbols follow. In this way, “strong arguments and good reasons 
spread with an agency that is in a way independent from the agency of those who 
disseminate them” (Nöth 2014a: 176). Th is passage from premise to conclusion is not 
mechanical, so it is better described as a tendency to conclude.

It would be hasty to assume that signs like the argument are found only among 
humans. A famous story by the ancient thinker Chrysippus24 tells of a chasing dog 
that arrived at a three-tined fork in the road, smelled two paths, then chased its 
quarry down the remaining path – without fi rst checking if that option had a scent. 
Assuming that this anecdote is true, we could reconstruct the canine behaviour as an 
inference: “P or Q or R / not-P / not-Q // Th erefore R”.25 Th e trichotomies of table 1 
inform us that, to count as an argument, verdicts about the smelled paths must survive 
a momentary detachment from their site of origin (otherwise a constant return to the 
previous path would be needed). Moreover, the dog would have to make the same 
inference in the same circumstances. Confi rming this would require testing (like 
switching around which path is smelled last). Yet, if such generality is confi rmed, 
I see no reason why we should refuse to acknowledge that inferential semiosis 
is at play.26

Th e fi rst sign does not imply the fourth sign, and the fourth sign does not imply 
the tenth sign.27 However, in the reverse direction, this independence does not hold. 
If, for example, one cannot bring the two premises in indexical proximity with each 
other, then there is no hope of eventually drawing an inference (let alone a correct 
one). Th is requirement applies equally to dogs and humans. For the canine inference 

24 Th e story is recorded in Book 1, Chapter 14, of Sextus Empiricus’ Outlines of Pyrrhonism.
25 Naturally, this is a symbolic reconstruction. Still, like Pietarinen 2010, I see no reason why 
logical thinking could not operate in a non-visual medium (see Champagne 2015c).
26 In contrast with the classroom student of logic, what Chrysippus’ dog lacks is an ability 
to meta-refl ect on (and thus defend and correct) its inferences (see Brandom 2009). Th is is 
suffi  cient to ensure that an “abyss” separates humans and non-human animals (see Chien 2006: 
75). Even so, we should not expect the distinctions of semiosis to map neatly onto natural kinds 
(as in Kull 2009).
27 My presentation of three straightforward examples has skipped over the intermediary signs 
that lie between them. For reliable expositions of the left -overs, see Liszka 1996: 43–52, Peirce 
1998: 294–296, and Savan 1987: 1–14.
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to take place, the smell has to actually be there. Moreover, the olfactory quality will 
have to be either present or absent, not both. It is this qualitative tenacity that renders 
all logical inference possible:

Any object, A, cannot be blue and not blue at once. It can be blue and hard, because 
blueness and hardness are not thought of as joined in quale-consciousness, one 
appealing to one experiment and the other to another. But A cannot be blue and 
yellow, because these would blend and so the color would cease to be blue or 
yellow either. Th us, the positive truth in the principle of contradiction is that 
quale-consciousness has but one element. (CP 6.231)

It is only because some contents (like the middle term of the syllogism) are shared 
by premises that those premises can be linked. In addition to his pioneering work in 
modal logic, C. I. Lewis (1956[1929]) was one of the fi rst philosophers on record to 
discuss “qualia” (Livingston 2004: 6–8) – a synonym of “tone” also coined by Peirce 
(1998: 272). Appropriately enough, valid inferences like deduction are oft en said to be 
“monotonic” – literally “of one tone”. Th us, in an elegant loop, it is the static nature 
of sign 1 that enables the distinctive rational motion of sign 10 (see Champagne in 
press a).

6. An ascending or descending order?

I have just worked from sign 1 to sign 10, but when I introduced those ten signs 
in the fourth section, I ranked them using a descending order. Th is is no accident. 
Frederik Stjernfelt recently noticed that, later in his studies, Peirce felt it best to “begin 
with the most complicated (or complete) sign type, that of the Argument, eff ectively 
inverting one of the lists given” (Stjernfelt 2014: 92 fn34). Th is may seem minor – 
Stjernfelt confi nes his observation to a footnote only – but I think we should make 
a big deal of the inversion, because it pre-empts major pitfalls. Let me fl ag a few 
of these.

First of all, sign 10 can be confi rmed in everyday experience, whereas the bare 
quality of sign 1 is an ideal limit case that can be arrived at only via an artifi cial 
disregard of what is, in point of fact, complex. If we really uphold this ban on all 
relations, we risk getting stuck, because the lone quality we obtain leaves us no way to 
return to any kind of meaningful phenomenon. Th e ability to contemplate unrelated 
qualities and events thus allows humans to “form the idea of phenomena that we 
do not know how to detect” (Nagel 1986: 24). Th e tone/icon/rheme may be where 
prescissive analysis bottoms out, but starting with sign 1 would be a non-starter. So, 
if we are going to use modal layering to understand semiosis, we should be aware of 
this danger. To put it in terms recently used by Terrence Deacon (2014), “sign analysis” 
is feasible, but “sign development” is not.
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Deacon thinks he can go in both directions. Putting that to the test, I would like 
to sit Deacon in front of a huge yellow screen and ask him how, with just that yellow, 
he can manage to conjure something else. Clearly, on those terms, he cannot. Deacon 
(2014: 95) may boast that his take on the ten-fold taxonomy is “the only viable path 
toward a semiotic cognitive science”, but an account that purports to go from sign 1 to 
sign 10 with ascending arrows (see the image in Deacon 2014: 98) is surely in trouble 
if it cannot even make it past its fi rst step.28

Deacon (2014: 103) says that “the irreducible process-nature of semiosis is most 
clearly exemplifi ed by a comparison with inference”. I agree. In fact, the very word 
“semiosis” comes from an ancient text by Philodemus (1978) dealing with the methods 
of inference.29 Let me therefore use some basic inferences to show why Deacon’s 
developmental account cannot work.

One of the most uncontroversial inferences in all of logic is called “simplifi cation”, 
and it has the following generic form: “P and Q // Th erefore P”. From that complex 
premise – which, naturally, can comprise more than two conjuncts – we can draw 
a simpler conclusion, but we are not rationally entitled to do this: “P // Th erefore P 
and Q”. Because the sign has discernable parts, there is a way for us to infer this: 
“Interpretant and object and sign-vehicle // Th erefore sign-vehicle”. Of course, when 
we isolate, say, the interpretant, we tend not to run into problems, because this part is 
defi ned in a way that reminds us of its association with an object and sign-vehicle.30 
However, if we use the simplifi cation inference to isolate a sign-vehicle, nothing in 
this “First” part obliges us to see it as participating in a greater triad.

Figure 1 may license the uninformative repetition inference “Yellow // Th erefore 
Yellow”, but it certainly does not license more signifi cant inferential linkages like 
“Yellow // Th erefore Banana” or “Yellow // Th erefore Coward”. Th e moral is not that a 
colour cannot stand for fruits or character fl aws – it certainly can.31 Th e moral is that 
we cannot generate any sign-action from just a sign-vehicle. All the justifi ed hoopla 
about triadic relations stems from this fact.

28 Deacon has apparently been gripped by this picture for a while now, since as early as a 1976 
student paper he claimed that “signs can be progressively constructed from simpler forms” 
(“Semiotics and cybernetics: Th e relevance of C. S. Peirce”, quoted in Favareau 2010: 541).
29 For the historical context and relevance of that work, see De Lacy 1938 and Manetti 2002. 
Peirce knew of this text (CP 2.761), which is where he got the term ‘semiosis’ (CP 5.484).
30 Deacon may sometimes do his “very best to absolutely minimize Peircean terminology 
[...]” (quoted in Favareau 2010: 542), but it is rather hard to forget that there are other parts 
when one uses a term like “Th ird” (which is a motivated piece of jargon).
31 Using the useful models proposed by Eco (1986: 34) and Manetti (2010), we can embed a 
quality in an implication to obtain a symptomatic semiosis such as “If Yellow, then Banana / 
Yellow // Th erefore Banana”. Or again, we can embed that quality in an equation to obtain a 
coded semiosis such as “Coward is Yellow / Yellow // Th erefore Coward”. However, with only 
“Yellow”, there is nothing else to conclude.
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If, looking only at a huge yellow screen, a developmental proponent like Deacon 
conjures up something else, it is only by violating the technical defi nition of Firstness 
that he asked us to adopt. It is true that, by cataloguing modal layers, logic “is bound, 
by its very nature, to push its research into the manner of reality itself” (W 2.165). 
Th at said, those modal distinctions will not allow one to deduce any kind of world 
history. Th ere was never a great “iconic period” in the same way that there was, say, 
a “Jurassic period”.

Like Deacon (1997), Peirce was sometimes tempted to think that his categories 
somehow captured a grand evolutionary process.32 Yet, unlike Deacon, Peirce realized 
that literally nothing can “happen” with sign 1. Peirce thus had to invoke questionable 
forces to get his armchair cosmogony started. His reasoning can presumably be 
reconstructed as follows: since we cannot infer complexity from simplicity, and since 
complexity exists, this shows that “growth comes only from love” (Peirce 1992: 354). It 
is not hard to trace what inspires Peirce’s account: “Th e Christian doctrine of creation 
achieves this by grounding the concept of creation ex nihilo in the Trinitarian love of 
God” (Robinson 2010: 251). I want to distance myself from all this.

Discussions of Peircean metaphysics usually focus on his cosmological forces 
(Reynolds 2002), but I am interested only in the idea of a “metaphysics that recognizes 
all the categories” (Peirce 1998: 180).33 How is “Growth only comes from love” a more 
plausible conclusion to draw than “Growth is only an illusion” or “Growth only comes 
from mischief”? Th e whole line of reasoning strikes me as fantastic. Th e passage from 
simplicity to complexity is not “growth”. If it were, I could spontaneously “grow” a new 
hand by considering only my right hand – then zooming out to consider both hands. 
Hence, according to my secular trinitarianism, complexity does not “emerge” – we just 
let it re-enter the scene once we tire of its prescissive exclusion. Explicit metaphysical 
refl ection should never eclipse the fact that “the world is always ‘already there’ before 
refl ection begins [...]” (Merleau-Ponty 1974[1945]: vii). 

Most of the time, the modal asymmetry kept Peirce moving in the right direction.34 
But since there were lapses, I want to be clear that my metaphysics involves logical 
subsumption, not magical saltation.

As I said, sign 10 can be confi rmed in everyday experience. So, if we have to order 
the ten signs in an ascending or descending order, the argument is a better place to 

32 For a good discussion, see Pape 2014.
33 My approach is thus closer to Forest 2007: 734 than to Santaella 2009: 262–263.
34 Interestingly, Peirce never said that “signs grow”, only that symbols grow (see CP 2.302). 
Th is nuance (observed by Deely 2009a: 27) is in agreement with the idea, captured in Table 1, 
that a minimum level of structural complexity and modal generality must be present. For 
a good analysis of this topic hindered by a misleading title, see Nöth 2014a: 177–178; the 
misleading title is rectifi ed in Nöth 2014b. Although I do not want to invite or sanction appeals 
to authority, I fi nd it interesting that some renditions of the biblical cosmogony say “In the 
beginning was the Word” – i.e., a symbol.
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start, since anyone having read this far will have confi rmed its reality by performing 
a host of illative movements. Indeed, when a metaphysician or lay person purports 
to know the world, he/she purports to know, and in so doing takes a stand “in the 
logical space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says” (Sellars 
1991[1963]: 169). Even so, I want to stress that “[t]he verbal argument is at most only 
stage setting; the heart of the drama is the invocation of experience and, indeed, the 
attempt to register accurately the felt force of relevant experience” (Colapietro 2010: 11).

Whether or not non-discursive layers deserve ontological recognition is a matter 
for each to assess.35 We needn’t, however, let that assessment rest merely on intuition 
or private insight. Rather, I think we can exploit Table 1’s lower-right corner (the 
argument) to artifi cially strip away relations and glean a host of signs that are simpler. 
Wedging formal distinctions into semiosis gives us, not an ontology of relations (Bains 
2006), but an ontology of relations and relata.

So, whereas some philosophies hold that “Th e limits of my language mean the 
limits of my world” (Wittgenstein 2002[1921]: 149; emphasis in original), my account 
signifi cantly extends the range. Indeed, the whole point of trinitarianism’s triple 
commitment is that one gets lone qualities (Champagne 2015b), their contrasts with 
each other (Champagne 2014a), and the plethora of more or less cohesive patterns – 
linguistic or otherwise – that ensue (Champagne 2013a). A metaphysical outlook 
could hardly be more inclusive.

7. Interpretation does not go “all the way down”

I am presenting trinitarianism as a fi nished product. Peirce, however, did not always have 
this layered outlook at his disposal. His intellectual journey began with the realization 
that “[w]e have no power of thinking without signs” (Peirce 1992: 30). Th is can have 
idealistic implications but, according to Peirce, “[n]othing can be more completely false 
than that we can experience only our own ideas” (CP 6.95). Of course, pronouncements 
like these do nothing to show why/how realism holds. So, unlike some of his current 
defenders (e.g., Misak 2013), Peirce was always sensitive to “one of idealism’s most basic 
cautions: if one is to insist that there is existence outside of knowledge, then one should 
have the intellectual rigour of not attributing intelligibility to that existence, for this is, 
aft er all, what ‘outside of knowledge’ implies” (Petrov 2013: 413).

In order not to turn mind-independence into a self-defeating notion, Peirce 
elaborated a layered taxonomy that could acknowledge both the reality of our 

35 Sellars ([1991]1963: 127–196) and his followers (e.g., Brandom 2009) may dismiss all the 
signs below sign 9 or 10 as the “myth of the Given”, but I think that, on the contrary, the 
brutality of signs like the token/index/dicisign can, like a sharp slap in the face, wake us from 
such academic myths (see Champagne 2015a).
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interpretations and of a world that exists apart from those interpretations (Parker 
1994). Aided by the three modalities, we can see that intelligibility (in Petrov’s sense) 
means “being understandable”, which can be prescissively distinguished from “being 
understood” (or “having to be understood”). Surely it is not incredible to say that, 
when we open a refrigerator door to survey its contents, the arrangement we fi nd 
inside made some sense prior to our organizing gaze.36 Formal distinctions thus allow 
us to grant the reality of Firstness and Secondness, while assigning them a proper 
place inside Th irdness (Peirce 1998: 179–195).37 We may sometimes err in our quest 
to understand reality, but we do not confabulate, whole cloth.

Th e world, being intelligible, begins to look like a giant jigsaw puzzle, where 
interpretants supply the fi nal pieces to pre-existing outlines that fi t. “It seems a strange 
thing, when one comes to ponder over it, that a sign should leave its interpreter to 
supply a part of its meaning; but the explanation of the phenomenon lies in the fact 
that the entire universe [...] is perfused with signs, if it is not composed exclusively 
of signs” (Peirce 1998: 394). Th is view, sometimes referred to as ‘pansemiotism’,38 
is arguably one of Peirce’s most challenging ideas. Historically though, sign-based 
metaphysics are not without precedent; they were found, for example, during the 
Renaissance (Westerhoff  2001). When Galileo said that the book of nature is written 
in the language of mathematics, he was, implicitly, making the world into a landscape 
of signs to be interpreted.

Scientifi c inquiry naturally attempts to draw a line between, say, meteorological 
forecasts and omens from mutton bowels. Th is division, however, is a fallible 
accomplishment that proceeds from an environment fi lled with mystery. On the 
trinitarian ontology I recommend, it is to this backdrop that we must (re)turn in order 
to test claims. Familial habit and inherited biology may give inquirers a considerable 
head start, but aft er that, there are no (or few39) guarantees. Indeed, if facts and fi ctions, 

36 Th e modal asymmetry I have defended is crucial here. A blatant violation of this “one-way” 
principle was committed by John Poinsot when he claimed that “it suffi  ces to be a sign virtually 
in order to signify in act” (2013[1632]: 126). For a glimpse of the many confusions that this can 
generate, see Champagne (2013b: 286 fn5).
37 James Johnston (2012: 18) recently expressed doubts about accessing reality through 
Th irdness. However, if one truly understands what it means to be a “Th ird”, a worry like this 
should not arise. Aft er all, on pain of contradiction, how can one believe in the existence of 
the number three yet doubt the existence of the number two or one? Discursive intelligibility 
ceases below three-place relations, but it takes a logocentric enthymeme to see this cessation as 
eradicating being itself. For more on ineff ability, see Champagne 2014a.
38 For an early offi  cial use of the term, see Nöth 1995: 81.
39 I agree with Machan (1980) that, philosophically, we can discern a handful of axioms that 
cannot be denied on pain of being accepted. For more on what those might be, see Champagne 
2006. Th e rationalist aspiration of spinning all reality out of such simple certitudes is, however, 
hopeless.
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truths and lies, all present themselves as “equally objective within our experience, then 
the sorting out of which-is-which is a problem rather than a given” (Deely 2004: 35).

As I explained in Section 5, ‘thing’ is not a primitive category for Peirce. His sign-
based ontology thus challenges the commonplace view of the world as “made out 
of ultimate little things and collisions amongst them” (Ladyman et al. 2007: 23). A 
Peirce scholar like John Boler (1963: 162) may write that his “major complaint against 
[Peirce’s] categories is that I fi nd in them no place for things”, but a semiotic ontology 
spares one the trauma that materialists must feel whenever paradigm shift s redefi ne 
their favourite stuff .40

Now, there may be good objections to sign-based ontologies but, at present, one fi nds 
mostly bad objections in the literature. Th e worst reason is to provide no reason at all. 
Guido Ipsen (2008: 21) is unfortunately correct when he reports that “[p]ansemiotism 
has […] almost become an accusation close to an insult”. Th ere have been attempts to 
restore civility and solubility to the debates (Champagne 2009b; Champagne 2013b; 
Rodríguez Higuera 2015), but now this article has added an important distinction: 
‘pansemiotism”, taken literally, is the view that reality is made of triadic signs; whereas 
‘trinitarianism”, as I have presented it, is the view that reality is made of signs and all 
that such triads presuppose.

I favour the latter view, but I leave it to exegetes to decide which is closest to Peirce. 
However, some critics have claimed that, in the Peircean worldview, “it’s interpretation 
all the way down” (Barbieri 2013: 283). It is unclear what that even means, or why it 
should count as a reproach. At any rate, the fact that two-thirds of the categories – 
and six-tenths of the ensuing taxonomy – are devoted to cataloguing uninterpreted 
phenomena should suffi  ce to establish that, in Peircean semiotics, interpretation does 
not go “all the way down”.

7. Conclusion

Any semiotician who has asked “What is a sign?” has doubled as a metaphysician. 
C. S. Peirce, who was unconcerned with policing the boundaries of disciplines, 
suggested that signs might be a fundamental ontological ingredient. In an eff ort to 
render this suggestion more robust, I have argued that modal asymmetry governs 
meaning and being alike. We can use the (generality(actuality(possibility))) sub-
sumption to obtain a full technical breakdown – from inchoate feelings to notational 
systems regimented with military precision.

40 Some philosophers of science (e.g., Ladyman et al. 2007) have argued that the best theories 
in current physics do away with the idea of ‘things’ altogether. Th ere is no consensus on how 
best to view a post-thing world, but interesting proposals have been made (see Ross 2000, 
discussed in Champagne 2013a).
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As we master this layered account, the idea of positing three “worlds” begins to 
seem rather simplistic. Alas, Popper-like misconceptions persist, so I have tried to clear 
a few of these along the way: semiosis is not scale-relative, it does not provide any kind 
of world history, it does not necessarily map onto natural kinds, it does not involve 
magical saltation, and interpretation does not go all the way down. In light of these 
exclusions, one might wonder what a trinitarian ontology is good for. Well, quite a lot, 
on my telling: it makes room for anything a semiotician might experience, and thus 
anything a semiotician might want to study – given their personal research interest(s).

Of course, this inclusive worldview can take some getting used to. But, if my 
layered account can make a sign-based ontology look more plausible/palatable, I will 
consider that progress.41
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Abstract. Building on the notational principles of C. S. Peirce’s graphical
logic, Pietarinen has tried to develop a propositional logic unfolding in the
medium of sound. Apart from its intrinsic interest, this project serves as a
concrete test of logic’s range. However, I argue that Pietarinen’s inaugural
proposal, while promising, has an important shortcoming, since it cannot
portray double-negation without thereby portraying a contradiction.

Mathematics Subject Classification. Primary 00A65; Secondary 03A99.

Keywords. Auditory representation, translations between logics, Peirce,
diagrams, icons, double-negation, contradiction, inference rule, proposi-
tional logic.

1. Introduction

There is clearly a sense in which logic does not depend on the vagaries of our
biological make-up. Whether or not one has, say, facial hair, is inessential to
whether or not an inferential pattern like a modus tollens is valid. Still, because
complex logical reasoning requires the use of some kind of notation, we can ask:
are eyes, like facial hair, inessential to logic too? Or, to put the same question
slightly differently: does the need for some kind of notation necessarily require
the use of symbolic notation?

Pietarinen [15] has recently proposed that non-visual logics are feasible.
Pietarinen’s proposal pursues suggestive remarks made by the American poly-
math C. S. Peirce about a century ago. Peirce held that some sign-vehicles,
namely diagrams, could be so arranged that they represent relations only, irre-
spective of the actual nature of their relata. In fact, Peirce believed that “every
Deduction involves the observation of a diagram (whether optical, tactical or
acoustic)” [13, p. 882]. Since logical inferences are usually assumed to be gen-
eral in scope, trying to run a logic on something other than sight is a fine way
to put that widespread assumption to the test. Hence, Pietarinen asks: “[W]hy
could not there be non-pictorial and non-visual systems of signs that can do
the same?” [15, p. 74].

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11787-015-0127-7&domain=pdf
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In this paper, I want to investigate whether non-visual logics could accom-
plish tasks “comparable in their expressive power with that of propositional
logic but which have next to nothing to do with visual images” [15, p. 74].
This endeavour is very speculative, but its potential spoils are considerable.
We are, perhaps distinctively, symbol-using creatures [4], so most of our estab-
lished reason-giving practices reflect this fact [1]. However, constructing a logic
not reliant on sight might teach us a lot about cognition, both human and non-
human, normal and abnormal.

Might communication with intelligent life from other planets require the
use of inferences couched in sounds (cf. [19, p. 317])? Closer to home, might
some children with cognitive disabilities come to this world expecting auditory,
olfactory, or tactile modes of reasoning (cf. [11])? The ability to draw inferences
may be an important marker of rationality, but ascribing a lack of such logical
powers to an agent [5] will remain inconclusive as long as we have not essayed
multiple kinds of logic.

So, even though the exploration into non-visual logics inaugurated by
Pietarinen taxes the limits of the imagination, it points to an exciting research
program. In a bid to attract discussants and trigger an incremental advance,
I thus want to call attention to a flaw or drawback in Pietarinen’s proposal.
Before moving to my (friendly) criticism, I must explain the overall tenor of
Pietarinen’s inquiry.

2. Pietarinen’s Abductive Approach

We have, at best, five senses. So, when Pietarinen argues for the possibility of a
non-visual diagrammatic logic, he is essentially claiming such a possibility for
touch, smell, taste, and hearing. These sensory channels, however, are not on
a par. Taste and touch, for instance, seem like more challenging candidates.
Pietarinen is convinced that his results could be duplicated for “smells, at
least in principle” [15, p. 80], but it is unclear what underwrites his convic-
tion. Nevertheless, like Pietarinen, I will limit myself to a system of inference
conveyed by hearing (the expression “acoustic logic,” which I retain, is absent
from Pietarinen’s published piece, but was suggested by him in a penultimate
draft made available online).

Pietarinen finds it “surprising that no one has proceeded to suggest any-
thing comparable to this idea, which we may call the ‘logic of sounds’ ” [15,
p. 74]. Yet, so long as we permit the translation of pre-existing logics into a
non-visual medium, one could argue that what Pietarinen seeks is available
right now. Indeed, if we relax expectations of novelty, we see that it is already
possible to teach standard logic aloud. To make this point more extreme, we
could even say that, since Morse code can convey a natural language and since
natural languages can convey propositional logic, sound reasoning by sounds
can be performed with the aid of a mere buzzer. I doubt this is what Pietarinen
has in mind.

We should therefore distinguish two projects. A weaker project would be
to probe whether it is possible to construct a non-visual logic that is allowed to
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draw on or translate traditional symbolic logic. A stronger project would be to
probe whether it is possible to construct a non-visual logic that is not allowed
to draw on or translate traditional symbolic logic. Hence, if we consider the
four non-visual senses individually, we get four variants of the weak project
and strong project, respectively.

Once it is disambiguated in this manner, the issue allows for a more
nuanced (and plausible) response. As such, in this paper, I will only be explor-
ing a logical system that appeals to hearing. However, the construction of that
system will be openly parasitic on many principles of propositional logic that
were achieved visually.

Pietarinen [14] has a fully worked-out visual account of diagrammatic
logic. While I share with Pietarinen the semiotic conviction that “represen-
tation really refers to a wide class of activities many of which cannot and
should not be restricted to visual modes of perception” [15, pp. 76–77], I fear
he may be setting the bar too high when he requires acoustic representations
to “have next to nothing to do with visual images” [15, p. 74, emphasis added].
What Pietarinen is after, one might say, is a logic indigenous to hearing. This
aspiration imposes very strong constraints. Mastering the canons of logic is
hard enough without also having to surmount obstacles similar to those faced
by Helen Keller. Those obstacles remain even if one accepts that the tight-
est auditory sign system would be “far from optimal for human performance,
communication and comprehension” [15, p. 80, for a similar point, cf. 7].

The philosopher Strawson [18, pp. 65–86] once argued that sounds alone
could never allow a subject to form relational concepts like “to the left of”
or “farther than.” Strawson’s conclusion is not fatal in itself, but if Lakoff
and Johnson [8] are right that spatial relations are crucial to shaping all other
concepts, then those combined results cast doubt on the feasibility of devising
a purely acoustic logic. A critic might thus argue that, if Pietarinen is going
to run a canonical system of inferences solely on a temporal axis, he must
first make sure that experiencing space is not in fact a necessary condition for
knowledge.

Pietarinen [16, p. 278] has made it clear that he wishes to distance him-
self from the cognitive linguistics developed in the wake of Lakoff and John-
son. Taking his cue from Peirce, Pietarinen’s abductive approach has been
to proceed as if non-visual logics are possible. If they are not, as Lakoff and
Johnson’s work predicts, then that prediction should bear out, without any
scholarly rebuttals. Pietarinen obviously thinks acoustic logics can succeed, so
let us now see if they do.

3. Basic Building Blocks

Clearly, any non-visual logic would have to manifest some degree of articula-
tion. So long as inferences constitute a (probable or necessary) movement from
premise(s) to a conclusion, a systematic arrangement of the parts will have to
come into play. Peirce, who was well-versed in Kant, realized that the only
conceivable canvasses for such an arrangement would be either space or time
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[12, vol. 1, para. 38]. Peirce thoroughly explored the use of a spatial canvass in
his “Existential Graphs” (cf. [13]), but he also acknowledged that “a diagram
can consist of parts separated in time” [15, p. 75]—although he “never went
on to follow up on this line of thought in detail” [15, p. 75].

Pietarinen’s exploration rests on the wide applicability of Peirce’s dia-
grammatic notation. In contrast with the symbolic logics that are currently
mainstream, Peirce strove to build a logical system that is, at root, iconically
motivated. A sign is iconically motivated whenever the specific quality of its
sign-vehicle matches the object it has or the logical role it plays. For exam-
ple, if one puts small eggs in small cartons and large eggs in large cartons,
consumers who take box size to be a sign of egg size will capitalize on an
iconically motivated link. Inversing the pairing of large and small would still
track the objects, but that would require participants to adopt (and observe)
an added convention or code. Stipulated correspondences like these do not dis-
appear from diagrammatic logics, but they are avoided in favour of qualitative
likenesses, whenever possible. “Thus, Peirce’s position shares a fundamental
anti-psychologism with Frege and Husserl. But, unlike them, his is an anti-
psychologism without the linguistic turn” [17, p. 4, emphasis in original].

Taking advantage of what Peirce achieved, Pietarinen’s “strategy is con-
fined to providing one suggestion” [15, p. 74]. Specifically, he wants to show
that the basic building blocks of Peirce’s diagrammatic logic—like assertion,
negation, conjunction, and so on—can all have auditory counterparts.

Let us start with what is arguably the most basic feature of diagrammatic
logics. According to Peirce, the very canvass on which one makes claims is
itself a claim, namely that it is there. In the visual medium conveying Peirce’s
graphs, this layer of minimal commitment appears as the “sheet of assertion,”
which Peirce [13, p. 39] sometimes called a sheet of affirmation. As Pietarinen
explains, “Peirce held denial and affirmation to be the proper contrasts that
are manifested in diagrammatic syntax,” and while Peirce deliberated on which
ought to enjoy priority, he eventually concluded that affirmation, being simpler,
“ought to be chosen as the primary mode in which propositions are expressed
on the sheet, the denial requiring an additional operation” [14, p. 165].

The automatic assertion that occurs by the sheer presence of something is
so primitive that it is easy to see why Pietarinen would regard it applicable to
any sensory channel. What would a primitive canvass of sound like? Pietarinen
suggests that “[t]he empty sheet of assertion is therefore an infinite-bandwidth
white noise extending indefinitely in time” [15, p. 77]. If we let a shaded area
stand for heard sound, we could illustrate this as shown in Fig 1.

According to Pietarinen, Fig. 1 plenum signifies tautology. Since I am
after general lessons, I have left the units of measurement undefined. The
spectrum of frequencies an agent can be aware of is presumably finite, whereas
the open-ended axis of time on which acoustic inferences unfold constantly
delivers more material to work with.

Because the underlying state is undifferentiated, it clearly will not suf-
fice to convey non-trivial meanings. Thus, in the acoustic logic envisaged by
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Figure 1. Tautology (or white noise)

Figure 2. Atomic proposition (or tone)

Pietarinen, “tones” would serve as the atomic elements to be related (prop-
erly or improperly, as the case may be). Tones, for Peirce, are conveyors of
meaning that are even more basic than tokens or types [2]. The moment we
restrict the bandwidth to a specific frequency, we render it distinct in a way
that allows it to carry information, since it is now this as opposed to that. A
scheme of abbreviation or legend would track which auditory qualities stand
for which proposition. Thus, if the proposition “John has a cat” were assigned
the frequency ranging from 10 to 20, it would appear as shown in Fig. 2.

It is important to bear in mind that the visual images I am using in
this article are not themselves sounds. It should be obvious that, in order to
fit a journal format, I have depicted, not played, the various tones. I want to
be upfront that this is not adequate. Discussions of two-dimensionality versus
three-dimensionality (and so on) would thus be misplaced. Fancier computer
graphics are nice, but in the end, the elements manipulated are tonal qualities
that cannot be conveyed in a different medium without loss (which is why
reading a sheet of music does not amount to experiencing a concert).

Enriching the vocabulary further, a simultaneous appearance of tones
would result in what Pietarinen calls a “chord.” Thus, if the frequency between
30 and 40 stands for “The refrigerator is full,” that tone could be joined to
the tone of “John has a cat” so as to yield this chord:
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Figure 3. Compound proposition (or chord)

According to Peirce’s diagrammatic approach, putting two or more items
together in space and/or time is an iconic expression of logical conjunction
(cf. [9, p. 219]). Since simply appearing in a field of awareness is the natural
notational stand-in for affirmation, jointly appearing in such a field becomes
a natural stand-in for conjunction. Thus, the previous propositions could also
appear sequentially, as shown in Fig. 4.

One of the things that will need to be made clearer in future work is
whether conjunction can be a succession in time (like Fig. 4) or whether it must
be limited to a simultaneous co-presence of whatever is heard (like Fig. 3). I
am not sure, but I think that Pietarinen endorses only the latter option. This
may not be a wise move. Adopting simultaneous conjuncts might conceivably
spare one some of the troubles I will sketch later, but only at the price of
rendering illation impossible. After all, a conclusion is not just a proposition
floating in isolation; rather, what bestows the status of conclusion on a given
proposition is its rational association with other propositions (that thereby
count as premises, in virtue of their own role). However, if the only way to
glue a conclusion to such a body of premises is to hear all of these at the same
time, then there is no way to distinguish which is which. In a way, that is not
bad, since true premises will, in a valid argument, produce a conclusion with
the same truth-value. Yet, when the proposition expressed by a conclusion is
found also in the premises, this is begging the question—or, more charitably,
an uninformative inference. For example, when one affirms a consequent as
a premise alongside a conditional and an antecedent, then what might have
otherwise been a modus ponens is reduced to a (far less interesting) repetition
inference rule. I therefore think that, in the long run, glossing conjunction as
a succession of claims in time is preferable to bundling claims in an instant (I
will revisit this idea at the close of Sect. 4).

In any event, a succession of tones or chords appearing over time would
amount to “this is the case and this is the case and this is the case. . . ” However,
in a valid argument, a conclusion does not just follow the premises, it must
follow from those premises. Peirce recognized that “the illative relation is the
primary and paramount semiotic relation” [12, vol. 2, note to para. 444]. Hence,



Vol. 9 (2015) Sound Reasoning (Literally): Prospects and Challenges 337

Figure 4. Conjunction

Figure 5. Simplification and repetition of premises provided
in Figs. 3 and 4

until and unless we achieve sufficiently rich relations, the sounds will flatten
to a level that is at best musical, not inferential.

When dealing with conjoined sounds, basic mereological principles would
apply. If one hears a whole, one hears its parts. This may seem trivial, but it
allows manipulations like copying and (prescissively) deleting [15, p. 79]. Thus,
if one has heard the sounds expressing “The refrigerator is full and John has
a cat,” then in accordance with these simplification and repetition inference
rules, one is henceforth logically entitled to emit the sound shown in Fig. 5.

Note that the sounds can revert to tautological white-noise at any time.
Also, every sound must have some duration (I take this to be justified a priori),
but the duration of a given tone or chord is inessential, since what matters
is merely that the individuation of a qualitative character allow one to track
which propositions are being affirmed. Minimally, “a diagram has got to be
either auditory or visual, the parts being separated in the one case in time,
in the other in space” [12, vol. 3, para. 418]. A diagram with no extension in
space or time is no diagram at all.

Despite the added ability to sunder and reconfigure strings of heard
sounds, a long auditory conjunction would still be insufficient to support the
range of inferential relations we typically expect from logic. Pietarinen is aware
that the diagrammatic ingredients for assertion and conjunction do not yet give
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us access to relations of disjunction and implication. Now, we know from stan-
dard propositional logic that disjunction and implication can be eliminated
by using conjunction and negation. The implication “if P then Q” can be
rendered truth-preservingly as “not (P and not-Q)”—giving rise to a “scroll”
in Peircean diagrammatic notation (cf. [9, p. 219]). Likewise, the disjunction
“P or Q” can be rendered as “not (not-P and not-Q)”—it is this equivalence
which underpins De Morgan’s rules. So, if we can successfully add an icon to
the mix that expresses negation, we will automatically get the equivalents of
implication and disjunction.

In contrast with assertion and conjunction, negation is trickier. Since
making something present to awareness is by that fact affirming its presence,
we need to find a way to both state a content and deny its existence at the
same time. These seem to be paradoxical demands. Pietarinen senses this
tension when he writes that “in practice we would need an access to the infor-
mation concerning the identity of the tones intended but not actually played
out” [15, pp. 77–78]. As we will see in the next section, this turns out to be
important.

Peirce’s original solution was to exploit the fact that, if everything present
on the sheet is affirmed, then anything cut off or separated from that sheet
should in principle be absent or negated. In Peirce’s visual diagrams, this is
achieved by creating an enclosed region and scribing whatever is negated inside
that region. This clever notational device allows us to see what, strictly speak-
ing, should not be there. Hence, unlike the tilde of standard algebraic notation,
Peirce does not assign a specific sign for negation in his visual diagrams [13,
p. 91].

Like Peirce, Pietarinen does not introduce an additional tone to signify
negation, since he thinks the same result can be achieved in sounds by using
a “mute.” Thus, if we stick to the convention of letting the frequency 10 to
20 stand for “John has a cat,” negating that proposition would amount to the
situation shown in Fig 6.

Notice that, because the frequencies from 0 to 10 and from 20 to 40 have
not been assigned any specific claim, one cannot infer anything substantive
from the negation shown in Fig. 6. Naturally, if the range of frequencies were
exhaustively carved into, say, four claims (of 10 frequency units each), Fig. 6
would, in addition to being a negation, also be an affirmation of three claims.
Such a situation, however, would require an assignment that is not present
here. Hence, to read Fig. 6 this way is unwarranted, or at any rate a change
of topic (note that we can always halt such an inference from being conclusive
by allowing a sliver of sound to remain unassigned).

In light of what has just been said, a straightforward “P and not-P”
contradiction would sound like Fig. 7. What we have in Fig. 7 is, in effect,
“John has a cat and John does not have a cat.”

We now have all the acoustic materials needed to assemble something
that matches implication. If muting a sound is tantamount to negating what-
ever tonal quality it is assigned, then an implication would be “a mute of a
chord consisting of a ‘heard’ tone (the antecedent) and the muted tone (the



Vol. 9 (2015) Sound Reasoning (Literally): Prospects and Challenges 339

Figure 6. Negation (or mute)

Figure 7. Contradiction

consequent)” [15, p. 78]. Likewise, a disjunction would be “a mute of a chord
consisting of two muted tones” [15, p. 78]. In principle, once we have secured
the acoustic means of expressing assertion, conjunction, and negation, all the
truths expressible in propositional logic should be acoustically expressible.
However, as we are about to see, there is a problem.

4. An Unexpected Feature

As mentioned earlier, an implication like “If John has a cat, then the refriger-
ator is full” can be transformed into the negated conjunction. Clearly, if one
is able to render “not (P and not-Q)” acoustically, then one is also able to
render “P and not-Q” acoustically. Yet, doing this in a step-wise fashion will
help us to detect an unexpected feature in Pietarinen’s proposal.

Abiding by the assignment of frequencies used in the previous section, let
us express “John has a cat and the refrigerator isn’t full” acoustically (visually
in fact, but I must make do with the constraints of a printed or on-screen page).

To get the implication we are after, we must negate the entire conjunction
of Fig. 8, presumably resulting in Fig. 9.

There is a sense in which we had to obtain the equivalent of an implication
by doing this transformation in steps. Pietarinen writes that, “[f]or the system
to be classical, a double mute is taken to be the originally heard sound again”
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Figure 8. “John has a cat and the refrigerator isn’t full”

Figure 9. “John does not have a cat and the refrigerator is full”

[15, p. 78]. Mimicking the standard symbolic conventions, he thus suggests
that “a heard bar is a bar not muted or muted an even number of times,”
whereas a “silent bar is a bar muted an odd number of times” [15, p. 78].
This may be, but I believe that, with the resources Pietarinen has given us, a
double-negated proposition is not a well-formed formula (Fig. 9).

To see why, let us try to double-negate the chord shown in Fig. 3. Perhaps
the most intuitive acoustic expression of twice-negated truth-value would be
Fig. 10.

Superficially, one might think that because the compound proposition
expressed in the time interval 4–6 reverts to the one expressed in 1–2, Fig. 10
captures Pietarinen’s suggestion that “what is twice muted will bring back the
original” [15, p. 78]. However, since the iconic account inspired by Peirce states
that whatever is heard is thereby affirmed, we find on further scrutiny that
what Fig. 10 really expresses is not a double-negation, but a contradiction.

Contradictions have a crucial role to play in acoustic logics. Indeed, one
way to prove an acoustic argument is to use the indirect method and derive
a contradiction from a negated conclusion. Now, negating a conclusion is cer-
tainly possible. Yet, as we have just seen, contradictions have to be expressed
sequentially. Non-overlapping frequencies can be heard simultaneously, but
those tones cannot be both heard and silent at the same time (cf. [3]). Thus,
because a logic of sounds must work on a temporal axis, I submit that, on
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Figure 10. Attempt to double-negate a compound proposi-
tion (or chord)

the terms laid down by Pietarinen, every attempt to express double-negation
must result in the expression of a contradiction.

One quick fix would be to assign a distinct tone for negation. This is, after
all, what we do whenever we utter the sound “not.” A more sophisticated cor-
rective would be to tinker with the polarization of amplitudes. One could,
say, use amplitude rotations of 90◦ or 180◦, where the former would represent
a negation and the latter represent a contradiction. There is no shortage of
such engineering solutions (cf. [10]). Unfortunately, all of these require adopt-
ing conventions that are far more artificial than the iconic story that nicely
motivated negation as an absence (Fig. 6).

Pietarinen might argue that this unexpected feature regarding double-
negation will not follow so long as one restricts conjunction to a simultane-
ous co-presence of whatever is heard (as in Fig. 3). I have argued, though,
that such a response would collapse the important conclusion/premise dis-
tinction. In addition, forbidding conjunction from being a succession in time
(as in Fig. 4) means that one must jettison the idea that hearing two or
more tones after one another is, in its own empiricist-like way, grounds to
conjoin those tones. If hearing p and q over time is not an iconic expres-
sion of the logical conjunction “p and q” (as in Fig. 4), then by parity
I fail to see why hearing p should be taken as the iconic expression of
affirming “p” (Fig. 2).

If every argument must transpire in an instant in order for acoustic logics
to avoid the drawback I have brought to the fore, then this would mean that
semiosis—the “action of signs” that so captivated Peirce—is not an action but
a static state (in inference, of all places). This, to my mind, would constitute
an even bigger drawback.

5. Conclusion

Iconic logics abide by more stringent standards than symbolic logics. The
desideratum of what might be called a “non-linguistic formal language” is
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to avoid conventional imputation whenever possible. As Peirce wrote: “A dia-
gram ought to be as iconic as possible; that is, it should represent relations by
visible relations analogous to them” [12, vol. 4, para. 433]. Even if we switch
to a non-visual medium, the whole point of appealing to iconic signs is that
“logical constants must strive to show or communicate their own meaning”
[15, p. 77]. Judged by this standard, affirmation (as presence), conjunction (as
juxtaposition) and negation (as absence) fare quite well. I have argued, though,
that double-negation runs into trouble. In Pietarinen’s current acoustic logic,
whenever one says “not-not-P,” one ends up saying “P and not-P.” This is
problematic, since those are very different claims.

Counting odd and even numbers of negations can still be done (say, at a
metalogical level), but all that the acoustic notation can do is register the final
tally. This inability to express repeated tildes or repeated cuts is not fatal in
itself. However, it certainly sets Pietarinen’s inaugural proposal apart from all
known visual avatars of propositional logic, be they mainstream or Peircean.

I have some ideas on how the problem of double-negation might be
resolved using icons. My modest goal in this article, however, has been only to
introduce the topic. I agree with Pietarinen that the best way to move forward
is to work on the abductive assumption that acoustic logics are possible. Of
course, as we move forward, we might simply decide to jettison double-negation
(for a survey of systems that do just that, cf. [6, pp. 173–174]). Yet, despite
being a pluralist, Pietarinen does want his first acoustic logic “to be classical”
[15, p. 78]. Assuming that this is a prudent starting point, we might want
to resolve the issue I have evinced before seeking “more expressive extensions
beyond the simple sentential level” [15, p. 80].
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as a means of ‘diagnosing’ philosophic ailments. Engaging with
themes and thinkers in the analytic tradition, such as Gottlob
Frege, Donald Davidson, Gareth Evans, and Michael Dum-
mett, McDowell’s approach consists of “exposing mistaken
assumptions in pictures which have held us captive in their grip
and, once we have realized the error of our way of seeing
things, it puts forward new pictures” (S.M. Dingli, On Thinking
and the World, 2005, p.195). For example, in his book Mind and
World (1996), McDowell says that if we picture the conceptual
realm as an expanse bounded by the implications of experience,
we will expect justification to reach beyond that fabric, thus
attempting the impossible. Notice that this refutation is made
by means of images, not arguments.

Judged by the quantity of scholarly attention he has
received, McDowell is a successful philosopher. However, in
Reading McDowell (N.S. Smith, ed., 2002), Crispin Wright fears
that McDowell might be bringing back “barriers of jargon,
convolution, and metaphor” which Wright thinks have been
absent since “the academic professionalization of the subject.”
In an attempt to safeguard “the care and rigor which we try to
instill into our students,” Wright warns those students that
“McDowell is a strong swimmer, but his stroke is not to be
imitated.” McDowell’s response in the same book is: “If ana-
lytic philosophy prohibits imagery except for rare special effect,
and precludes letting the full import of a term... emerge gradu-
ally in the course of using it, as opposed to setting down a defi-
nition at the start, I do not care if I am not an analytic philoso-
pher.” McDowell is clearly unfazed by the fact that Wright
“drums [him] out of the regiment of analytic philosophers” –
an amused expression he borrows from Richard Rorty, “who of
course often gets his epaulettes slashed off.” 

“I hope there will always be, included in philosophy, a kind of literature
which I could not by any possibility write.”
C. I. Lewis, The Philosophy of C. I. Lewis (1968), ed. P.A. Schilpp.

One of the big philosophical questions is: How should
one do philosophy? Sir Karl Popper gave a permissive
answer when he wrote that “There is no method pecu-

liar to philosophy” (preface to his Logic of Scientific Discovery,
1934). Popper might well be right. Even so, the needs of com-
munication clearly impose some need for uniformity. Hence,
every author exposed to the flows of both negative and positive
reinforcement about how to write philosophy has nurtured a
little homunculus – a censor that sits atop their shoulder, and, in
advance of any exposure to scrutiny by their peers, dispenses
advice about possible choices of words and phrases. This is a fate
common to philosophy students. With this in mind, we can
clearly discern two major strands in current philosophy – the so-
called ‘analytic’ and ‘continental’ traditions. This philosophical
double-entry book-keeping has been going on for a century
now. Philosophers who want to be peacemakers sometimes deny
the existence of this division, but I find it rather hard to doubt so
blatant a fact. Beyond their predilections for certain subject-
matters, each side has its own classic texts, heroes, and villains.
These dictate ahead of inquiry not only what properly counts as
an interesting topic, but what is an interesting way of tackling it. 

Stylistic Differences
Now one claim reiterated with increasing frequency and

boldness in both print and electronic media by some analytic
philosophers is that what sets their camp apart is a shared
adherence to ‘professional’ standards. Implicitly, it is implied
that continental thinkers are not ‘professional’ in what they do;
or if they are, that their skills are literary rather than philo-
sophical in nature. Literature can be a powerful medium for
the communication of ideas. However, when analytic philoso-
phers say that they have moved beyond literature, they con-
sider it a boast: the ‘literary’ label is used to denigrate conti-
nental thinkers, who therefore do not need to be taken seri-
ously. American philosopher Brian Leiter, for instance, writes
on his popular blog that he is “genuinely hopeful that over the
next generation Party Line Continentalists will be exiled
entirely to literature departments.”

Analytical argumentation is also often thought to differenti-
ate the different schools of philosophy. Some major figures of
the continental tradition, such as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Hei-
degger, Lacan, and Derrida have favoured a non-argumenta-
tive [that is, a non-analytical] approach. Yet, if argumentation
is about making a point, and if the same point can be made
without it, then employing argumentation does not seem
mandatory for philosophy. Consider the work of John
McDowell, who is noted for his reliance on inventive imagery

Analytic Philosophy, Continental Literature?
Marc Champagne argues that the supposedly ‘professional’ style of the analytic

tradition does not ensure professionalism, nor indeed, clear-mindedness.

Laying out the cards: some family resemblances
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The ‘Professionalisation’ of Philosophy
For many people, the expression ‘professional philosopher’

sounds like an oxymoron, so calls for expulsion from its ranks
can seem puzzling. Strictly speaking, all one needs to do to
establish one’s pedigree as a ‘professional philosopher’ is to
provide evidence that one is salaried in that capacity. Anyone
familiar with the history of the discipline cannot help but
notice some irony here, since for Plato, one of the Founding
Fathers of Western philosophy, the obtaining of monetary
reward for their thought automatically disqualified someone
from being a true ‘lover of wisdom’, and made them a Sophist.
Perhaps a good way to describe the current situation would be
to say that this classical standard has now been turned com-
pletely on its head. However, given that the majority of
thinkers writing in the continental tradition are also employed
in academia, the analytic proponent cannot appeal to the bare
criterion of remuneration in order to cordon off her rivals.

It is always other professionals who decide who counts as a
professional. In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), the
philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn stressed the role that
such clubbishness plays in ensuring the cohesion of disciplines
(in his study it was scientific disciplines, but the point may be
applied generally). Through his distinction between ‘normal’
and ‘revolutionary’ science, Kuhn showed that there are long
interludes when communities of scientists are committed to not
questioning their shared core assumptions. 

The analytic philosophers at Kuhn’s university largely dis-
missed him as a philosophical lightweight: when he applied for
tenure, they relegated him to a history department. I neverthe-
less think Kuhn’s ideas have had a lasting impact on how the
analytic tradition sees itself. Indeed, in a Kuhnian manner,
between short-lived episodes of turmoil, are lengthy periods
where the philosophical status quo reigns supreme and rival
proposals are debarred outright. And further, in the hands of
analytic philosophers, who see their central goal as the piece-

meal clarification of linguistic confusions, Kuhn’s notion of a
paradigm of shared core assumptions can vindicate their asser-
tion of the special value of their goal and its method. 

Analytic philosophers have often been reproached for the
remoteness of their technical craft, but somewhere along the
way they have figured out that if they band together tightly
enough, their way of perceiving philosophy can be imperme-
able to such external criticisms. Philosophers are suspicious of
circularity in arguments (we consider it a fallacy, in fact), but we
should be suspicious of institutional circularity too. Thus, with-
out checks and balances from the outside (or a dose of open-
minded humility on their own behalf), for philosophers fixated
on displaying appropriate markers, their self-serving idea of
professionalism can easily create “a self-perpetuating clique,
like freemasons” (Jonathan Rée, Radical Philosophy #1, 1972).  

When one finds conformity on such a large scale, there are
usually channels of communication involved. Faculty selection
and student admission committees are important gears in the
reproduction of professional academic structures. Another typi-
cal dispatcher of consensus about professional philosophy
among non-continental academics is the Philosophical Gourmet
Report – a biannual listing which ranks universities exclusively on
the basis of the name recognition that their philosophy faculty
generates. Generally, in an electronic sea of texts, rankings based
on peer opinions have become the main compass of respectabil-
ity for many academic philosophers. Naturally, when the
appraised are the appraisers, the assessments tend to be positive.
The Gourmet website itself goes as far as stating that “‘analytic’
philosophy is now largely coextensional with good philosophy
and scholarship.” Yet as Hans-Johann Glock writes in his book
What is Analytic Philosophy? (2008), “just as theists should not be
allowed to define God into existence, analytical philosophers
should not be allowed to define themselves into excellence.”

An Anti-Continental Missile...
As a case study precisely of analytic philosophers defining

philosophical value into existence, consider Mario Bunge’s
Philosophical Dictionary (2003). Yet rather than defining analytic
philosophy into excellence, Bunge defines continental philoso-
phy into mediocrity. Here for instance is his entry for a staple
continental notion, Martin Heidegger’s Dasein:

“DASEIN: Being-there. The trademark of existentialism. In some texts,
Dasein = Real existence. In others, Dasein = Human existence. In still others
Dasein = Consciousness. The hermeneutic difficulty is compounded by the
recurrent phrase “das Sein des Daseins,” i.e., the being of being-there.
Related terms not yet used by existentialists: Hiersein (Being-here), Dortsein
(Being-over-there), Irgendwosein (Being-somewhere), and Nirgendwosein
(Being-nowhere)… Jetztsein (Being-now), Dannsein (Being-then), Irgend-
wannsein (Being-sometime), and Niemalssein (Being-never)… Note how
natural these combinations sound in German, and how clumsy their Eng-
lish counterparts sound. Which proves that German (when suitably macer-
ated) is the ideal language for existentialism. A number of deep metaphysi-
cal questions involving these concepts can be framed. For example, ‘Was ist
der Sinn des Dawannseienden?’ (What is the sense of Being-there-whenness?)
‘Was ist das Sein des Nirgendniemalsseins?’ (What is the being of Being-never-
nowhereness?)… A systematic exploration of this vast family of expressions
might lead to a considerable extension of existentialism.”

Branded!
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This passage is funny, but also telling. It is significant that
the mockery was regarded as permissible or appropriate, and
that the target is deemed sufficiently discredited, and so the
attack not likely to attract any significant opprobrium. And it is
not merely that Dasein was not regarded worthy of a serious
entry in a dictionary of philosophy (a dictionary not qualified as
‘analytic’, but announced as ‘philosophy’ tout court); rather, the
notion was displayed as a comical counterpoint, to exemplify by
way of contrast what a ‘good’, that is, an analytic, notion might
look like. It is however unfortunate that Bunge did not make
the effort to comprehend what is at stake in Dasein. He is per-
spicacious enough to observe that the term is applied equally to
‘Real existence’, ‘Human existence’, and ‘Consciousness’; then
he hastily glosses these multiple meanings as a weakness. But
that, as it happens, is Heidegger’s point: Real existence is
Human existence, and Consciousness cannot be divorced from it.
Much current cognitive science, with its emphasis on embodi-
ment and situated cognition, is slowly confirming this view. In
fact, the title of Andy Clark’s influential 1997 book on robotics,
Being There, is a nod to Dasein.

Bunge’s pot-shot was aimed at an established target. In a
1932 paper on ‘The Elimination of Metaphysics through a
Logical Analysis of Language’, Rudolph Carnap singled out
excerpts from Heidegger’s writing and subjected them to simi-
lar analytic criticism – showing how, for example, Heidegger
uses certain words as both a substantive and a verb – a major
offence for Carnap (who, I assume, would also have to rescue
us from the deleterious influence of the word ‘fish’). So choos-
ing to belittle Dasein is not at all a risky move analytically; in
fact, it is arguably more a rite of passage amongst analytic
philosophers – even though Gilbert Ryle recalls that, in the
days when such dismissals were first being ritualized, “most of
us had never seen a copy of [Heidegger’s] Sein und Zeit” (Ryle,
O.P. Wood and G. Pitcher, eds., 1960).

...That Can Bounce Right Back
Like Carnap, Bunge is obviously bothered by the prospect

of adopting methods of thought that lead to vacuous exercises
in wordplay, and evidently thinks that continental schools, as
exemplified by Heidegger, have foundered into such verbiage.
When he writes that “A systematic exploration of this vast
family of expressions might lead to a considerable extension of
existentialism,” the growth alluded to is clearly considered
intellectually malignant. Gratuitously combining arbitrary
notions and then exploring the myriad interrelations that
ensue, is thus a methodological perversion.

Bunge suggests that such expansion is endemic of the conti-
nental tradition. Maybe it is. However, excess verbal growth is
endemic of the analytic tradition too. To show this, let me
parody Bunge’s dictionary entry. Take a word – any word (the
more banal the better). Add to it the suffix -ism. It is then no
longer a word, but a philosophical position, which can be scru-
tinised by the analytic intellect. In this way, any word can
demonstrate the analytic method in a similar way to how
Bunge defined Dasein. (Should this position carve out a space
no one occupies, this need cause no worry: the -ism can yield
anonymous –ists, defined as people who would uphold the rele-
vant tenets.) Were we to pick the word ‘juxtaposition’, for
instance, we could obtain the following analysis:

“JUXTAPOSITIONISM: A stance in the philosophy of such-and-such.
We may distinguish between two forms of juxtapositionism: weak juxtapo-
sitionism and strong juxtapositionism. The weak juxtapositionist differs
from the strong juxtapositionist in that she does not endorse the thesis that
juxtapositionism should be seen in realist terms. The strong juxtaposition-
ist is more ontologically committed, holding that juxtaposition entails not
only instrumental, but real, consequences, and thus betokens a true state of
affairs. Recent debate has focused on whether weak juxtapositionism is
internally consistent. A more moderate re-evaluation has sought to retain
the basic features of weak juxtapositionism whilst incorporating some of

the realist commitments of strong juxtapositionism. There thus
emerges a more sophisticated mixed juxtapositionism. The chief
desideratum of the mixed view is to buttress itself against the accusa-
tion of dogmatism while retaining the basic ideas. This view has
yielded a fruitful juxtaposition-theoretic template whence future
developments can unfold. A systematic exploration of this vast
uncharted field might lead to a considerable extension of juxtaposi-
tionism generally.”

The analytic tradition is replete with such verbiage, gratu-
itously combining notions and then exhaustively exploring
the myriad interrelations that ensue. What is the difference
between this example and the previous one about Dasein?
It is too simplistic to claim that the analytic tradition
engages in professional philosophy whilst the continental
tradition trades merely in literature. On the contrary, I
would argue that, when a discipline isn’t held together
merely by nepotism, the grasp of its subject matter can be
articulated in more than one idiom, and so exiling dissi-
dents becomes unnecessary.
© DR MARC CHAMPAGNE 2015
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ABSTRACT: In an attempt to start rectifying a lamentable disparity in 

 scholarship, we evince fruitful points of similarity and difference in the ideas of 

Simone de Beauvoir and Ayn Rand, paying particular attention to their views 

on long-term projects. Endorsing what might be called an “Ethic of Resolve,” 

Rand praises those who undertake sustained goal-directed actions such as 

careers. Beauvoir, however, endorses an “Ethic of Ambiguity” that makes her 

more skeptical about the prospects of carrying out lifelong  projects  without 

deluding oneself. Our study teases apart the strengths and drawbacks of 

these views.

Ask a random sample of people on an English-speaking university campus 
to name two women philosophers, and chances are Simone de Beauvoir and 
Ayn Rand will be the figures named most often. Beauvoir and Rand have 
more in common than this name recognition. Both were teenagers when 
they rejected religious doctrines and became atheists. Both excelled, not only 
in the  male-dominated field of philosophy, but also in creative writing. Their 
first major novels, L’invitée (She Came to Stay) and The Fountainhead, were 
 published in the same year, 1943. By the time Beauvoir and Rand passed away 
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in the 1980s, they had each made their intellectual mark. Beauvoir’s book The 
Second Sex ([1949] 2010) is a foundational text for feminism (Hatcher 1989), 
while Rand’s Atlas Shrugged propelled political libertarianism (a movement/
party that Rand would later denounce). Freedom and emancipation from 
oppressive forces are the common themes of both works. Those themes are 
glossed in radically  different ways. Indeed, “Ayn Rand has gained fame—and 
infamy—for her defense of rational selfishness and laissez-faire capitalism. But 
the Randian philosophy is much broader in its scope” (Sciabarra 1989, 32).

Rand and Beauvoir would have probably disliked each other. Debra Bergoffen 
singles out “the works of Ayn Rand” as an example of “the bourgeois human-
ism to which Beauvoir is opposed” (1997, 58 n. 25). For her part, Rand consid-
ered Existentialism a “disease” in the history of philosophy (in Mayhew 2005, 
167). There is, however, much to be gained by re-creating an exchange of ideas. 
We can all agree that the two women would have held each other in philo-
sophical (and perhaps even personal) contempt. The more interesting question 
is why—what are their reasons? This is where polemics end and scholarship 
begins. When we actually do that scholarly work, we quickly realize that the 
area of overlap is more significant than might at first appear.

In addition to theoretical works like Rand’s Introduction to Objectivist 
Epistemology ([1966–67] 1990) and Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity ([1948] 1976), 
both thinkers felt at home in the medium of fiction. In an essay titled “Literature 
and Metaphysics” (reprinted in Beauvoir 2004, 269–77), Beauvoir insists on the 
philosophical relevance of individual human experience as portrayed in myth 
and literature. Indeed, “Beauvoir takes seriously [Henri] Bergson’s criticism of 
intellectual understanding and accepts his implicit challenge to do philosophy 
through the novel” (Simons 2003, 108). Similarly, Rand chose excerpts from her 
four novels as the substance of her first nonfiction book, For the New Intellectual 
(1961). She explains in her preface to that book that “[i]n a certain sense, every 
novelist is a philosopher”—whether one is aware or not that the fictional world 
one projects implicitly favors a metaphysical stance (for more on literature as a 
vehicle for philosophical edification, see Dadlez 2013).

Rand and Beauvoir thus present us with comprehensive worldviews, 
expressed in both artistic and theoretical idioms. Given that many turn to their 
essays and novels for guidance, it behooves scholars to examine the substance 
of their prescriptions. Alas, despite the fact that Rand and Beauvoir are among 
the most widely read (male or female) philosophers, no one has, until now, 
essayed a serious comparative study. Rand’s personal flaws and contempt for the 
establishment have been amply documented, but that hardly excuses academic 
neglect (scholars have certainly managed to move past the initial shock of more 
controversial figures). It takes hard work to figure out what are the good and 
bad elements in any system of thought (Branden 1984), and historically that 
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verdict is rarely settled once and for all. Indeed, Edward Fullbrook remarks 
that “[u]ntil quite recently, getting anyone to read a Beauvoir text for its 
 philosophical  content was nearly impossible. And reading one with a view 
to finding in it philosophical originality was deemed laughable” (in Beauvoir 
2004, 34). This is the stage Rand’s work is currently in, so it can be sobering to 
know that Beauvoir’s work had to go through that stage too.

Fortunately, things are changing. Pennsylvania State University Press 
 publishes this double-blind peer-reviewed journal devoted to Rand, and she 
is the only woman represented in the twenty-volume Major Conservative 
and Libertarian Thinkers series (Gladstein 2010). Cambridge University 
Press  published a monograph on Rand’s virtue ethics (Smith 2006), and 
Oxford University Press followed suit with a biography (Burns 2009). The 
 controversial 1995 study of Rand’s Russian background by Chris Matthew 
Sciabarra has remained in such demand that it has undergone a second, 
 augmented  edition (Sciabarra [1995] 2013). In response to this growth in 
 scholarship,  Wiley-Blackwell is just about to release A Companion to Ayn 
Rand (Gotthelf and Salmieri 2015). There is no question that Rand is now 
being  incorporated in the canon. Rand and Beauvoir are on equal footing in 
Wadsworth’s Philosophers series (Gotthelf 2000; Scholz 2000), for example. 
Still, in comparison with Rand,  the  secondary literature on Beauvoir has a 
 considerable head start.

Asphyxiating People

To appreciate the extent of the discrepancy, consider Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, 
which was met with a negative reception by critics when it first appeared in 1957. 
The most vitriolic review was penned by Whittaker Chambers, who  contended 
that “[f]rom almost any page of Atlas Shrugged, a voice can be heard, from 
painful necessity, commanding: ‘To a gas chamber—go!’” This, to put it mildly, 
is a strong interpretation, not to mention an “insulting assessment, given the 
author’s Jewish background” (Gladstein 2000, 21).

Unless one invokes extravagant theories to justify anything-goes 
 hermeneutics, the only plausible textual support for Chambers’s claim comes 
from a scene where, having each willfully abdicated their responsibility to think, 
engineers and executives send a passenger train pulled by a coal-burning engine 
into a long tunnel, resulting in suffocation. What Rand was trying to show by 
means of this fictional account was that complex societal divisions of labor do 
nothing to diminish the vital importance of grasping  mind-independent facts 
(which is why she named her philosophy “Objectivism”). No murderer can be 
 identified: it is the world that destroys the characters by purely causal means. 
Rand is saying that social conventions are neither the sole nor the primary 
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constraint on knowledge claims (for an extended discussion, see Champagne 
2015). The scene, then, articulates a thesis in metaphysics and epistemology, 
not ethics.

There is no question that Rand was a provocative thinker, even in those 
drier branches of philosophy concerned with knowledge and reality. The 
 asphyxiation scene is admittedly controversial, so it is still debated (see, for 
example, Bertonneau 2004, 303–5). However, given that human agency  figures 
in the scene only in absentia, as a refusal to assume the burden of facing 
 mind-independent facts, to infer that Rand is somehow advocating a policy 
involving “gas chambers”—rooms constructed by political regimes for the 
express purpose of genocide—is simply irresponsible (a reply to Chambers 
by the philosopher Leonard Peikoff was published, and is now reprinted in 
Mayhew 2009, 145–47).

Now, contrast this with She Came to Stay by Beauvoir ([1943] 1990; [1943] 
2006). This novel describes the attempts by characters to implement various 
threesomes that would presumably foster greater existentialist authenticity. 
One of the characters, Françoise, feels that Xavière, her young female partner, 
is so self-assured that she has bewitched Françoise’s inner world. At one point, 
Françoise is dismayed by the recognition that her thoughts are not about where 
she currently is in Paris, but are rather directed at wherever Xavière might be. 
Since Françoise does not obtain the sort of attentive reciprocity she yearns for, 
she uses a gas range to asphyxiate Xavière. The end.

Unlike Atlas Shrugged, no gratuitous interpretations are needed to establish 
the presence of murder in this book. In fact, Beauvoir’s novel originally opened 
with the following epigraph from Hegel, now absent from recent English  editions: 
“Each conscience seeks the death of the other” (Beauvoir [1943] 1990, 7).

To be clear, neither Rand nor Beauvoir ever killed anyone—both were 
 novelist-philosophers; nothing less, nothing more. Still, the reception to their 
works has been inconsistent. Usually, killing is regarded as more  reprehensible 
than letting die (see, for example, the intuitions teased out by Thomson 1976). In 
the tales we have recounted, Beauvoir “kills” her character whereas Rand “lets” 
hers “die.” Strangely, She Came to Stay was greeted warmly, its overt murder 
scene causing no discernible hoopla among critics. When it comes to Rand, 
though, many in lay (Moen 2012) and academic (Campbell 1996)  circles feel 
satisfied with rehearsing tenuous dismissals gleaned only by  hearsay. Beauvoir 
is, by comparison, treated to a red carpet reception. In fact, one  introductory 
textbook suggests that “Françoise might . . . be seen as justified in her use of 
 violence against Xavière. Xavière is, after all, a freedom that is denying Françoise 
of hers” (Scholz 2000, 29).

Rand rejects the initiation of force in all human affairs, because she glosses 
the attempt to bypass individual judgment as the ultimate expression of 
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contempt for the demands of human life. It is no accident, for example, that the 
copper magnate who blows up his mines in Atlas Shrugged waits for them to be 
vacant—acting otherwise would have forfeited the moral rectitude he displays. 
The only killing that is condoned in the novel occurs when the protagonist 
Dagny Taggart shoots an armed man denying her access to a room where her 
lover is being tortured. It is, on Rand’s account, a purely retaliatory act, made 
necessary by the circumstances.

Interestingly, Beauvoir’s working title for She Came to Stay was Self Defense. 
It is worth stressing, though, that the alleged transgressions for which 
Xavière is blamed unfold squarely in Françoise’s mind. “Indeed, the novel 
 rigorously refuses ever to focalize anything through Xavière, so we never see 
a  representation of their relation from Xavière’s point of view” (Lucey 2010, 
113). Françoise’s  imaginings and ensuing emotional states are nevertheless 
 presented as a motive—and perhaps even a license—for deploying the ultimate 
form of physical harm. Maybe “license” is too strong. After all, “She Came to 
Stay is not a novel written to prove any point” (Sirridge 2003, 134). Even so, 
Beauvoir has given us textual cause to argue the matter. By parity, either Rand’s 
 writings and ideas deserve a fairer hearing, or Beauvoir’s writings deserve a less 
timid critique.

Having Sex

Thankfully, morbidity and violence form only a minor slice of the Rand/
Beauvoir thematic pie chart. Both Beauvoir and Rand portrayed strong 
female protagonists in a sex-positive manner that broke with the fictional and 
 societal standards of their time. Rand’s character Dagny Taggart, who has been 
described as “probably the most admirable and successful heroine in American 
fiction” (Gladstein 2000, 64), has several male lovers. Beauvoir’s protagonist in 
She Came to Stay, Françoise, agrees to a ménage à trois and then has a sexual 
relationship with not only Xavière, but also Xavière’s male lover. Beauvoir’s call 
for (and practice of) sexual independence was acknowledged and celebrated by 
some. Life mirrored fiction. Beauvoir and Sartre’s liaisons, for instance, were an 
accepted part of their mutual pact. Rand was married to the same man all her 
life, but she had an affair with a younger man that was kept secret from all but 
their spouses (Branden 1986).

Rand and Beauvoir are also notable for having chosen not to do the one thing 
men cannot do, that is, give birth. Indeed, when Rand and Beauvoir discuss 
sex, they rarely have procreation in mind. While many have found Beauvoir’s 
fiction and lifestyle liberating, Rand has been taken to task in conservative 
circles for not saying enough about motherhood and family (see, for example, 
Touchstone 2006). According to Rand, building a career, not a family, should 
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be a person’s first priority. This applies to men and women alike. Indeed, her 
character Dagny Taggart is so career-oriented that “there’s really no difference 
between her and her male counterparts” (Michalson 1999, 217).

Pursuing a Career

Clearly, in their writings as well as in their personal lives, Beauvoir and Rand 
championed independence. They both held that one should freely elect the 
end(s) that one pursues. However, as philosophers, they disagreed on how 
much leeway such freedom licenses. It is in assessing the viable duration of 
pursuits that Beauvoir and Rand part ways. Beauvoir draws on Hegelian and 
Sartrean ideas (Lundgren-Gothlin 1994) to develop an “Ethics of Ambiguity,” 
whereas Rand draws on Aristotelian and Nietzschean ideas (Machan 2001) to 
develop what might be called an “Ethics of Resolve.” To illustrate the difference 
at hand, we can look more closely at career choices.

When we undertake long-term projects like careers, we effectively promise 
that we will continue to act a certain way. Promise-making and  promise-keeping 
are distinct moments—one short-term, the other long-term. Promise-keeping 
of course presupposes promise-making, but it seems the latter can be had on 
the cheap: all one needs to do is make the right speech act and the deed is done. 
Of course, saying one will be an architect is one thing; actually becoming an 
architect is quite another. Still, in the very moment that it asserts itself, the will 
acts as its own tautological guarantor of rectitude.

However, once made, such gratuitous promises seemingly limit one’s  freedom. 
Promise-keeping thus requires that one bring one’s conduct into  conformity 
with the content of a foundational speech act over a sustained period of time. 
Absent the passage of time, there would be no need for a  constant  reaffirmation 
of an initial project or vow, no taxing effort to ensure fidelity, no anguish in 
seeing that aspiration possibly fail. Because the passage of time  supplies 
renewed opportunities to change one’s mind about one’s  pursuits, long-term 
projects like careers require agentive effort. Beauvoir therefore holds that  
“[f]reedom must project itself toward its own reality through a  content whose 
value  it  establishes” ([1948] 1976, 70). Philosophically, we can thus  question 
whether prior acts bear on subsequent ones in a way that is genuinely binding.

A promise made when deviation from the action promised is (and is known 
to be) physically impossible would sound hollow, just as a promise kept in such 
circumstances would hardly count as praiseworthy. For instance, if a father 
“promises” his child that he will keep the earth in orbit, he does not deserve 
credit for its continued rotation. Seen in this light, promises are devices meant 
to corral human actions when genuine alternatives are possible. Hence, for a 
promise to be sustained from beginning to end, freedom must in some way 
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undercut itself. As Beauvoir writes, “If I leave behind an act which I have 
accomplished . . . [i]t is no longer anything but a stupid and opaque fact. In 
order to prevent this metamorphosis, I must ceaselessly return to it and justify 
it in the unity of the project in which I am engaged” ([1948] 1976, 27; see also 
her 2004, 93).

Like handcuffs, constraint from without is, we can assume, fairly 
 straightforward (Kruks 1987). When one is deprived of freedom of action, 
responsibility vanishes. However, once we realize that in promise-keeping 
the “master” and the “slave” are one and the same person, don’t these labels/
roles cease to make sense? As such, it seems we can meaningfully ask whether 
 honoring one’s word constitutes a limit on or an expression of freedom. As an 
existentialist, Beauvoir is open to the idea that we can always redefine ourselves. 
Our essence as humans, she argues, lies precisely in not having an essence (see 
Nuyen 1985, 174). Hence, Beauvoir would hold that, if the projects we under-
take are ever binding, it is in virtue of the fact that we watch over each other’s 
pronouncements.

Rand also endorses freedom, but since she wants to assign primacy to the 
individual, she is reluctant to see promises as merely socially binding. Even so, 
verbalized promises are crucial to enabling the coordination of individual and 
collective action. In a way, the entire plot line of Rand’s Atlas Shrugged emanates 
from promises. As a young engineer, John Galt promises to stop “the motor 
of the world” by gradually removing productive and inventive people from 
 society. Reacting against the collectivist credo put in effect at the  automotive 
company he works for, he publicly declares, “I will put an end to this, once 
and for all” ([1957] 1999, 671). Of course, no one present at the time holds him 
 accountable for making good on this bold (and unlikely)  proclamation. The 
twists and turns of the storyline nevertheless trace the various steps Galt takes 
to keep his pledge. Likewise, the machine that powers everything in Galt’s 
 utopian  compound is revealed only to those who take an oath—one that must 
be uttered with a full grasp of the long-term actions it requires (731–32). It 
could be read as a  metaphor for a perpetual motion machine, set in motion by 
the will.

Like Rand, Beauvoir construes commitment to any activity as a decision. Yet, 
Beauvoir is aware that, if the specific target of a committed attitude is to remain 
constant, one must decide in its favor again and again (2004, 93). To learn 
how to play the piano, for instance, one does not show up at the first lesson 
only to thereafter coast on behavioral cruise control. Rather,  attendance is 
taken at each keystroke. This voluntarism, however, militates against  achieving 
 consistency, since nothing constrains one to abide by one’s previous action(s). 
Notwithstanding a measure of habitual inertia, sudden  about-face always 
remains an option. In the case of careers, this means that one will end up having 
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jobs, but steadfast commitment to a single vocation is neither  mandatory nor 
likely.

Rand (1961, 160) would agree with Beauvoir that agentive involvement is 
needed, but in keeping with her Aristotelian allegiances, Rand would add that 
a human is bound to experience sustained goal-directed movement as most 
rewarding. Her reasons are mainly biological. The finitude of the individual 
who wants to live, Rand (1964) argues, is the wellspring of all valuations, since 
it is only when considered in light of the fundamental alternative of its life 
or demise that objects and events become good or bad. In principle, these 
 assessments of what is a value or disvalue are perfectly soluble (Champagne 
2011). Rand therefore holds that freedom must in the end settle on a distinct 
course of action, and that there is moreover some standard by which to appraise 
whether or not the path taken is appropriate.

Beauvoir would disagree. She writes that “the epithet useful . . . has no 
more meaning if taken by itself than the words high, low, right, and left” 
([1948] 1976,  49). The indictment here seems to be that, since these are 
 ego-centric  (literally “self-centered”) predicates, they fall short of having moral 
 significance. Beauvoir is thus much more skeptical about the prospects of 
confidently  undertaking long-term projects without deluding oneself. Hazel 
Barnes captures this  divergence well when she contrasts the respective slogans 
of Objectivism and Existentialism: “‘Existence is identity.’ ‘Existence precedes 
essence.’ There is the heart of the difference” (1967, 128). Constant actions are 
obviously more suspect on the latter view than on the former.

According to Randian metaethics, the objects and events in an individual’s 
surroundings have normative valences only because they stand to further or 
hinder that individual’s own life (Smith 2000). Rand thus held that if  someone 
did not want to live, that fabric of values would unravel. In this (limited) 
sense, she agrees with Beauvoir that “there exists no absolute value before the 
 passion of man, outside of it, in relation to which one might distinguish the 
useless from the useful” (Beauvoir [1948] 1976, 11). Yet, despite placing inchoate 
 self-affirmation at the root of her ethical system, Rand regards every judgment 
that comes afterward as determined by purely descriptive considerations. As 
such, the Randian view “may be reduced to two points: the choice to live, and 
the law of causality. Once we accept life as our ultimate goal, we discover what 
it requires by discovering the causal connections between man’s nature and his 
life” (Kelley 2000, 54).

One’s natural endowments presumably count among the many facts to be 
considered when deciding how to structure one’s actions into a lifelong  project 
like a career. Beauvoir acknowledges this when she writes that “[d]oubtless, 
every one casts himself into [the world] on the basis of his physiological 
 possibilities” ([1948] 1976, 41; see also her 2004, 163). Still, she holds fast to 
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her existentialist allegiances by immediately adding that this “determines no 
behavior” ([1948] 1976, 41; emphasis in original). If this is right, then one can in 
principle refuse to accept (what appears to be) a natural inclination (Beauvoir 
[1949] 2010, 21–48). Beauvoir thus sees a person’s will as supplying the very 
content(s) of the norms humans should abide by, insofar as “human freedom 
is the ultimate, the unique end to which man should destine himself ” ([1948] 
1976, 49; see Prosch 1961, 158–60).

Rand is not a determinist. Still, in her philosophy, dispositions and innate 
skills seem to carry more weight. Her hero John Galt, for example, is depicted as 
having always enjoyed a sense of certitude and efficacy ([1957] 1999, 786). In this 
respect, it might be said that “Rand’s view of man retains the old [Aristotelian] 
acorn theory. Man’s potentialities may be hidden, but they resemble the embryo 
oak tree” (Barnes 1967, 128). Nevertheless, because it is the individual who 
ultimately supports and shapes the actualization of that embryonic potential, 
the trajectory of her leading characters is never described in a deterministic 
idiom. Indeed, “[t]o live a purposeful life is, to some extent, to plot one’s own 
life story,” such that “[t]he success or failure of the characters in Atlas Shrugged 
is tied to their ability to do just that” (Breashears 2014, 31). Because an exercise 
of the will is constantly required to fuel personal growth, the exact dynamics 
of the narrative self-constitution are by no means given. Until it runs out of 
canvas, the ongoing project of painting a life portrait is never complete. Rand’s 
aim is thus to give new meaning to the economic simile “self-made man” (see 
Burns 2011, 340).

Bearing sole responsibility for shaping one’s life does not, however, give the 
individual free rein. Reality is an ever-present constraint (Champagne 2015). 
Rand’s Objectivist philosophy thus sees the mind as primarily fact-directed. 
Because Rand takes rationality to be the “master virtue” (Smith 2006, 52–61), 
she construes freedom very differently from Beauvoir.

Now, a psychological subject is, in one sense, just another fact in the 
 universe. Hence, psychological facts admit of an objective treatment. Of course, 
 figuring out such high-level truths is, like all truths, an  accomplishment. 
A  fallible mind must actively gather facts (e.g., Am I any good at math?), 
actively  synthesize their meaning (e.g., Might I be poor at math because of 
a lack of training?), actively judge them (e.g., Would it be worth my while 
to  rectify my lacuna?), and actively act on them (e.g., Now I must take 
extra math  tutoring). There is ample room at each step for  undetermined 
 expressions of the will. Still,  assuming all those steps are carried out, the best 
result should be constant: fix the nature of the person and the nature of the 
world and, presumably, you thereby fix the best path to be taken. After all, 
if something as elusive as art can be judged objectively good or objectively 
bad, as Rand ([1969] 1975) contends, then surely a question like “Is X the 
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proper career for me?” is not exempt from the demands of objectivity. Hence, 
when one decides to change course, there is a real risk of distancing oneself 
from  happiness,  putting unneeded  distance between the experiential self and 
a state of flourishing.

A character like Dagny Taggart could perhaps spontaneously decide to 
become, say, a veterinarian. Doing so certainly would not violate the laws of 
physics. The question is, if Dagny did so and adduced only her sovereign will 
as her reason, would that be consistent with her extant characterization? If the 
answer is no, then something external to her will must be generating some 
friction. Perhaps the source of this friction is no more ontologically exotic than 
the drag of personal history (as captured in artifacts, past conversations, etc.). 
Still, rightly or wrongly, Rand believes it is possible to negotiate an acceptance 
of one’s conditions and an initiative in the reshaping of those conditions. The 
Nietzschean call, taken from Pindar, to “become what/who you are” would 
seem applicable here (see Hunt 2006).

For Beauvoir, a sudden and arbitrary career change would simply be an 
affirmation of freedom. Many who have been inspired by Beauvoir’s radical 
philosophy of self-determination have been moved to switch career paths. 
Existentialism cannot demand that such a sudden transition be preceded by 
a fact-gathering phase since, according to the existentialist ontology, the truth 
about such matters is made, not discovered. If Beauvoir is right, there is no 
stable gauge that can ensure that one’s choices and undertakings make any 
sense. All human meaning is bootstrapped.

Realizing that there is such circularity might cause vertigo. Still, on 
Beauvoir’s existentialist view, retaining confidence in objectivity would at 
best be a naive/misguided delusion—and at worst a cover for oppressive 
 tactics. Given that “the rejection of existence is still another way of  existing” 
([1948] 1976, 43), Beauvoir thinks the only philosophically responsible 
policy is that “man must  not attempt to dispel the ambiguity of his being 
but, on the  contrary, accept the task of realizing it” (13). Barnes explains the 
divergence well:

Rand is right in insisting that we have certainty about many specific 
things even if absolute certainty is lacking. Rand goes much farther 
than this. For her, values and morals are subject to the same sort of 
rational appraisal as tables are. In many ways, it would be a great relief 
if this were so. It would all be so easy. . . . The existentialist, on the other 
hand, confronts his freedom in anguish. . . . He realizes that all is open. 
His freedom is not just the choice between thinking and not thinking, 
between seeing what is right or refusing to see it. He knows that being 
free means creating standards of right and wrong. (1967, 132–33)

JARS 15.1_03_Champagne_Gladstein.indd   32 15/06/15   7:42 PM



Beauvoir and Rand | Champagne and Gladstein 33

A common locution like “figuring out what to do with your life” is, from this 
standpoint, a holdover from misguided essentialist views of human nature. The 
attraction of Rand’s writings would therefore owe primarily to the  conveyance 
of a false sense that such locutions make sense—that there is some  objective 
truth of the matter about what career one ought to pursue. In the eyes of 
Beauvoir, only a child-like mind would reify patterns of habituation into an 
essential (and not accidental) part of what it is ([1948] 1976, 35). Philosophically, 
healthy adulthood requires a measure of confusion, as distressing as that might 
be, psychologically speaking.

As a prominent site of vocational entrenchment, universities are where most 
people carve their life-long personal identity. The promise-making implicit 
in admission is easy, whereas the promise-keeping marked by  graduation is 
 arduous. We nonetheless make choices that, socially at least, will  continuously 
define us. Beauvoir thus observes that such decisions “can always be 
 reconsidered, but the fact is that conversions are difficult because the world 
reflects back upon us a choice that is confirmed through this world which it 
has fashioned. Thus, a more and more rigorous circle is formed from which 
one is more and more unlikely to escape” (40). A university education is not 
legally binding, so the glue that holds a student’s project together over time has 
to come from elsewhere.

Are professors promoting or hindering freedom when they enjoin their 
 students to go from one point to another as originally planned/agreed? It is 
hard to say which is sadder: dutiful resignation to a sphere of activity for which 
there is no passion, or constant reorientation bearing no fruit(s). Of course, this 
may rest on a false dichotomy. Another possible scenario could be passionate 
long-term commitment—a sense that one is traveling in a straight line and that, 
while nothing prevents one from altering one’s course, there is nowhere else 
one would rather go. Indeed, “[i]f one never becomes who one is, but is always, 
inevitably becoming and revising a practical identity in exercising this  capacity, 
if one is always in a kind of suspense about who one will turn out, yet again 
provisionally, to be, what is the proper acknowledgment of this state of affairs?” 
(Pippin 2006, 132). Keeping selfhood in a state of perpetual flux just for the sake 
of feeling oneself free can seem like a form of psychological torture. Why not 
instead marshal a kind of fallible inference to the best explanation and settle 
on a personal identity until and unless one is given tangible cause to engage 
in revisions? Constantly calling into question one’s chosen path is nonetheless 
what Beauvoir’s existentialist ethic recommends.

Since the lone person has no stable compass, Beauvoir concludes that “[m]an 
can find a justification of his own existence only in the existence of other men” 
([1948] 1976, 72; see also Arp 2001). It is because one publicly told other people 
that one would do such and such that one ought to do such and such. Promises 
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to others are therefore deemed more binding than promises to oneself. Rand 
would ardently disagree. She argues that a promise made to another is to be 
kept precisely because one has first seen the independent merit—the personal 
gain—that results from honoring promises silently made to oneself (see Smith 
2006, 176–97).

This Randian shift to inner honesty has far-ranging practical  consequences. 
In venues lacking informed scholarly oversight, we often read about how 
Rand supposedly advocated the accumulation of material wealth, come what 
may (see, for example, the straw Rand erected by Sheehy 2004). However, 
this  interpretation is flatly contradicted by her written work (a fact recently 
highlighted by Khawaja 2014, 218). For instance, the architect Roark in 
The Fountainhead ([1943] 1994) secretly transfers all the public credit (and 
 monetary remuneration) to another person in exchange for seeing his own 
design built. To be clear, Roark does not want to starve in anonymity. Yet, when 
forced to choose, he prizes realizing his vision over any societal reward. We 
are thus quite far from the mistaken popular view of Rand as an advocate of 
crude  consumerism (the point is also made well in Heller 2009). In fact, the 
ethicist Neera Badhwar (1998) thinks Rand’s greatest contribution has been her 
 portrayal of flourishing as a state of inner tranquility and contentment.

Since, according to Rand, the self is the primary recipient of values, the 
self is also the primary party harmed by a broken promise. She claims that, as 
 reflective beings, we do irreparable harm to ourselves when we fail to follow 
through on our commitments. For instance, when the character Peter Keating 
confirms late in life that he should have been a painter all along ([1943] 1994, 
609), he confronts an inner truth, which he had known but suppressed in his 
youth (20). His prereflective inclination for art beckoned acknowledgment as 
a species of psychological fact. Hence, it would seem that Keating’s evasion is 
blameworthy, even if the whole affair transpires at a private level. No one can 
detect or police this moral transgression—except the agent in question. Even 
so, it betokens a tragedy. Keating thereby becomes an allegory of the waste 
occasioned by  following a life plan that others find worthy instead of one that 
reflects individual judgment and inclination(s). Keating is “selfless,” in that 
his self is made up of what others think—which is why Rand titled her main 
 treatise on ethics The Virtue of Selfishness (1964).

There are parallels between Keating and Beauvoir’s character Françoise. 
Indeed, “[t]he habitual nature of Françoise’s denial of her feelings is evident in 
scene after scene of the novel, as she chooses to deny her own feelings rather 
than inconvenience others” (Simons 2003, 113). One could perhaps argue 
that Beauvoir’s philosophy is capable of reprimanding this as “bad faith.” It is 
unclear, however, if and how an existentialist could support such a reprimand 
(see Shabot and Menschenfreund 2008). “It is, after all, up to you to decide 
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whether you want to live an authentic life” (Eshleman 2009, 75). Perhaps on 
the joint assumptions that (1) one should be happy and that (2) bad faith is 
not conducive to happiness, the reprimand can have some traction. Beauvoir 
might admit (2), but she would probably not endorse (1). In She Came to Stay, 
Françoise is described as having a “bias” in favor of being happy.

Interestingly, there seems to have been some hesitation on this last point. In 
the 1990 edition of Beauvoir’s novel, the passage in question reads, “Françoise 
was cut to the quick. Was it possible that her bias in favor of happiness, which 
seemed to her so obviously compelling, was being rejected with scorn?” ([1943] 
1990, 101). If a mere “bias” is what prompts one to pursue happiness instead of, 
say, melancholy or angst, then the compass of one’s action is ultimately one’s 
personal preference(s), which might conceivably shift. However, in the more 
recent 2006 edition of She Came to Stay, the same passage reads, “Françoise was 
cut to the quick. Surely she couldn’t contemptuously push aside the acceptance 
of this happiness that seems to her so clearly to be asserting itself ” ([1943] 2006, 
96). Here the term “bias” has been deleted, and greater emphasis is put on the 
force with which hedonistic impulses assert themselves. In the French original, 
however, we find the equivalent of “bias” (“partis pris”): “Françoise fut touchée 
au vif; ce parti pris de bonheur qui lui semblait s’imposer avec tant d’évidence, on 
pouvait donc le repousser avec mépris?” (1943, 122–23; for  editorial  comments 
on the poor state of such translations, see Beauvoir 2004, 4–5).

Seeing how evading one’s attitudes with regards to happiness cannot be 
characterized as blameworthy without endorsing a tacit form of  objectivism 
(or a closely related form of eudaemonism), is the only remaining stance one 
of ambiguity, as Beauvoir maintains? The state to be sought,  according to 
Beauvoir, is not nihilism, which would merely be the “stationary”  opposite 
of dogmatism. Instead, like many French intellectuals influenced by the 
 phenomenological inquiries of Edmund Husserl (Weiss 2008, 26–38), Beauvoir 
wants to  countenance a fundamental experiential indeterminacy. Feasibly 
or not, Beauvoir’s ideal subject strives to keep the Hegelian dialectic at the 
 vacillating moment prior to synthesis and thereby “remains at a distance; he 
is never  fulfilled” (Beauvoir [1948] 1976, 65). The idea of a unique lifelong 
vocation would make little sense to such a person. An existentialist inspired 
by Beauvoir would therefore regard the promise-keeping heroes discussed by 
Rand as fictional portrayals detached from actual human nature, whose powers 
of resolve are to be taken no more seriously than those of comic book figures 
able to leap over tall buildings in a single bound.

The fact that Rand ([1969] 1975) described her fiction as falling in the 
Romantic tradition might spare her this charge (although perhaps at the price of 
Platonizing ideals, which Rand would have disavowed). However, the absence 
of any truly supernatural endowments in Randian characters makes it hard to 
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see how one could sustain a strong claim of metaphysical impossibility. A better 
response would therefore be to see long-term resolve as a feat that is admittedly 
great and/or exceptional, but which nonetheless falls within the ambit of human 
capabilities. It may be true, as one critic put it, that “‘[e]conomic men’ proved to 
be a scarcer commodity than the theory takes for granted” (Fletcher 1974, 373). 
But, on the terms it has set, the radical freedom espoused by Beauvoir cannot 
rule out the conduct of a person like Dagny Taggart.

Now, regardless of whether one’s conduct is predominantly erratic or 
 cohesive, Beauvoir and Rand both recognize that life inherently repels  inaction. 
Humans may have free will, but one decision they cannot make is standing 
still. For Rand, this has to do with our biological nature (Binswanger 1990). 
For Beauvoir, this is simply in virtue of the fact that time marches on (see 
her [1970] 1977; as well as Deutscher 1999). Thus, in “Pyrrhus and Cineas,” 
Beauvoir (2004, 89–149) resigns herself to the agentive movement of Pyrrhus, 
because the  contrasting idleness of Cineas is simply not feasible. In the course 
of this  inevitable movement, one can deny a natural impulse or “bias in favor 
of  happiness” (Beauvoir [1943] 1990, 101). Tragically, Beauvoir’s character 
Françoise “retreats to subjective idealism in order to suppress the regret that 
accompanies her dutifulness” (Simons 2003, 114). This, however, is discordant 
with the phenomenological compact to accept experience as it presents itself.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, another disciple of Husserl (and friend of 
Beauvoir), reviewing She Came to Stay in an essay on “Metaphysics and 
the Novel” (reprinted in his 1964, 26–40), praised Beauvoir for trying to 
develop a moral code centered on ambiguity. Yet, a Randian might say that, 
just as  Merleau-Ponty realized that “[t]he most important lesson which the 
 [phenomenological] reduction teaches us is the impossibility of a complete 
reduction” ([1945] 1974, xiv), the attempt to remain “unbiased” about happiness 
teaches us the  impossibility of a complete ambiguity.

Conclusion

It is often remarked (by admirers and detractors alike) that Rand’s novels appeal  
particularly strongly to the young. According to Rand, the ability to keep a 
firm handle on one’s long-term personal projects and ambitions means that 
“spiritual” aging is not mandatory: “To hold an unchanging youth is to reach, 
at the end, the vision with which one started” (Rand [1957] 1999, 724). So, while 
Camille Paglia has decried “the dour adulthood of both Simone de Beauvoir 
and Ayn Rand” (1995, 44), a careful study of their lives and works actually 
speaks to an opposite conclusion.

Rand was a young immigrant who wanted to write for the movies. She not 
only achieved that, but went on to be a successful playwright and world-famous 
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novelist. Later, she rendered the technical aspects of her underlying  philosophy 
explicit in nonfiction essays. Beauvoir’s early goals to teach and to write were 
readily achieved. Although Beauvoir was eventually dismissed from her 
 teaching job, she too went on to be a celebrated writer; her novel The Mandarins 
([1954] 1999), for instance, was awarded the Goncourt Prize. Beauvoir was 
never as comfortable as Rand with the idea of being a philosopher, but there 
is no doubt that Beauvoir also made major advances in that field. Both women 
consciously gave themselves central parts in the script of their own lives. Once 
Beauvoir decided to become a writer, her subject, more often than not, was 
 herself. Similarly, Rand’s work of fiction, We the Living ([1936] 1996), was 
openly  autobiographical, and she even makes a “cameo” in Atlas Shrugged as the 
 “fishwife” of Galt’s Gulch ([1957] 1999, 720). In a context of long-term  planning, 
both women achieved the early career goals they had set for  themselves. And 
they knew it.

Beauvoir nevertheless celebrates an ethos that is completely alien to Rand’s 
thought. Beauvoir maintains that “[v]iewed by reflection, all human  projects . . . 
seem absurd because they exist only by setting limits for themselves, and one 
can always overstep these limits, asking oneself derisively, ‘Why as far as this? 
Why not further? What’s the use?’” (2004, 90). Discovering that we are our own 
source of constraint should, for an existentialist, be a profoundly  disturbing 
discovery, one that no reflective adult should take lightly. To go on in an 
unswerving line after such a realization would be to perpetuate a caricature of 
the human condition.

The optimistic worldview expressed in Rand’s work thus stands in sharp 
 contrast with Beauvoir’s focus on the abortive aspect of the human condition, 
“the laceration and the failure of that drive toward being which always misses 
its goal” ([1948] 1976, 42). Beauvoir enjoins Americans in particular to awaken 
to “the tragic sense of life” (2004, 314). Rand—who defines a “sense of life” as 
an “emotional, subconsciously integrated appraisal of man and of existence” 
(1984, 205)—celebrates the fact that while “Europeans do believe in Original 
Sin . . . Americans do not” (1984, 211; for more on Rand’s optimism, see Den Uyl 
1999, 96–97). Ostensibly, the rift here runs deeper than an ocean.

Despite these important differences, Rand and Beauvoir agree that all the facts 
in the world do not add up to a decision. So, when adopting a given life plan, 
are those facts still relevant? The ethicist of ambiguity will naturally point out 
that framing the question in such black-and-white terms assumes that  clear-cut 
answers can be had, and thus begs the question in favor of  Objectivism. Yet, the 
same reproach holds the other way round: to assume that no tangible resolu-
tion is in the offing is to beg the question in favor of Existentialism. Thus, by its 
nature, our study cannot claim a conclusive resting place. Still, given that schol-
ars (like Schor 1995, 3–27) have begun to critically reconsider Beauvoir’s stance, 
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it might be worthwhile to fold the ideas of Ayn Rand into that  reconsideration. 
Clearly, on this and other fronts, there is much work to be done.

Note

The authors would like to thank Debra Bergoffen, Lorraine Code, Imola Ilyes, Abigail 
Klassen, Sonia Kruks, Alice MacLachlan, Elisabeth Paquette, Chris Matthew Sciabarra, 
Jim Vernon, and the anonymous referees from this journal.
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Disjunctivism and the Ethics of Disbelief 
Marc Champagne 

Abstract: This paper argues that there is a conflict between two theses held by John 
McDowell, namely i) the claim that we are under a standing obligation to revise our beliefs 
if reflection demands it; and ii) the view that veridical experience is a mode of direct access 
to the world. Since (i) puts no bounds on what would constitute reasonable doubt, it invites 
skeptical concerns which overthrow (ii). Conversely, since (ii) says that there are some 
experiences which we are entitled to trust, it undermines the prescriptive scope of (i). 
Drawing on C. S. Peirce’s distinction between genuine and contrived doubt, I maintain that 
critical revisions of beliefs should be triggered only by unwanted disruptions of habits, 
thereby restoring unity between McDowell’s two theses. 

Introduction 
I have a colleague who, before leaving the office, quadruple-checks 
whether she has unplugged the coffee-maker. I find it curious that she 
stops at four verifications. In the absence of any principled standard, why 
is that more reasonable or secure than, say, verifying the situation 18 or 
167171 times? One can either get things right or get them wrong. But, if 
one has gotten things right, why should one then turn around and worry 
that one might have gotten them wrong? 

Were my colleague to consult the philosophy of John McDowell for 
guidance, she would find a mixed message. On the one hand, McDowell 
is a disjunctivist who insists that ‘it is epistemologically disastrous […] to 
suppose that fallibility in a capacity or procedure impugns the epistemic 
status of any of its deliverances’ (1998a, p. 232). However, as a 
philosopher who rejects foundationalism, McDowell also thinks that, 
when we give reasons, ‘their status as reasons is, by the same token, 
opened to question’ (1998b, p. 172). McDowell thus insists that we 
should perpetually reflect on the warrant of our beliefs, because ‘[t]he 
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140 Marc Champagne 

best we can achieve is always to some extent provisional and inconclusive 
[…]’ (1996, p. 82). 

Since McDowell’s critical prescription effectively annuls whatever 
anti-skeptical benefits accrue from his disjunctivism, I will argue that 
anyone wishing to hold these two commitments is faced with a choice: 
Either the obligation to critically reflect on the credentials of one’s 
beliefs is indeed perpetual—in which case experiences cannot be 
regarded as truthful by default; or experiences can be regarded as 
truthful by default—but then the obligation to critically reflect on the 
credentials of one’s beliefs is not perpetual. Calling on the pragmatist 
view of inquiry as a tangible activity that one engages in when things go 
wrong, I want to motivate the second response. Drawing on the ideas of 
C. S. Peirce, I will argue that critical scrutiny should be an occasional 
measure triggered only by substantial disruptions of habits that we did 
not actively seek out. 

In the first section (‘The Disjunctivist View’), I will trace the 
disjunctivist rationale which leads McDowell to hold that, in veridical 
cases, worldly contents are revealed to a subject directly, without 
intermediary. In the second section (‘The Intrinsic Value of Criticism’), I 
will look at why McDowell thinks a ‘standing obligation’ to reflect is a 
basic demand of human thought. Having surveyed these two 
commitments, I will argue in the third section (‘To Trust or Not to 
Trust?’) that they are incompatible. I think the incompatibility can be 
ironed out. Thus, in the fourth and final section (‘A Pragmatist 
Amendment’), I will try to steer the dialectic away from the ‘neo-
pragmatist’ influences of Richard Rorty and towards the ‘classical’ 
pragmatist ideas of Peirce. 

1. The Disjunctivist View 
McDowell writes that his aim ‘is not to answer sceptical questions, but to 
begin to see how it might be intellectually respectable to ignore them, to 
treat them as unreal, in the way that common sense has always wanted 
to’ (1996, p. 113). His chief means of doing so is a refusal to grant the 
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assumption that veridical and misleading experiences have some 
essential trait in common, such that the reasons invoked in one case are 
the same as in the other. McDowell resolves never to let the skeptic 
convert phenomenological indistinguishability into epistemological 
parity. This leads him to distinguish two basic views. 

According to what he calls the ‘highest common factor’ view, when 
one sees, say, a zebra, one’s experience is the same as when one is 
looking—unbeknownst to one—at a painted mule (McDowell 2009a, p. 
239; borrowing this example from Dretske 1970, p. 1016). True, that 
experience leads one to believe (misleadingly, as it happens) that one is 
seeing a zebra, when in point of fact one is the victim of an elaborate 
deception. But, the highest common factor conception holds that the 
means of ascertaining which state one is in are not available per se in the 
visual display. This is precisely what the skeptic needs us to assume for 
his arguments to go through. Indeed, ‘McDowell points out the danger 
of sliding between saying “Everything seems the same to the subject” and 
saying “Everything is the same from the subject’s point of view”’ 
(Thornton 2004, p. 176). McDowell thus urges us to place misleading 
experiences like the painted mule in a completely different class. He 
calls this the ‘disjunctive view,’ insofar as we are to disjoin the two sorts of 
experiences, such that any given experience is either veridical or illusory 
(McDowell 1998a, pp. 385–394). He explains the move as follows: 

The acknowledgment of fallibility cannot detract from the excellence of an 
epistemic position, with regard to the obtaining of an objective state of 
affairs, that consists in having the state of affairs present itself to one’s 
perceptual experience. This is where the disjunctive conception does its 
epistemological work. It blocks the inference from the subjective 
indistinguishability of experiences to the highest common factor conception, 
according to which neither of the admittedly indistinguishable experiences 
could have higher epistemic worth than that of the inferior case. (McDowell 
2009a, p. 232) 

There may be some ambiguity here. Comesaña (2005), for example, 
claims that disjunctivism fails to distinguish between justification and 
warrant. Even so, the general motivation for McDowell’s dismissal of the 
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highest common factor is that our awareness of cases of error permits us to 
label those cases and only those cases as erroneous. Hence, no inference can 
outstretch such a (finite) sample of erroneous episodes in a way that speaks 
to the epistemological condition as such (McDowell 1998a, p. 396). 

In an effort to better taxonomize McDowell’s position, Julian Dodd 
has distinguished two basic ways of construing a truthful exposure to the 
world: ‘Whereas a correspondence theorist holds that facts are 
extralinguistic items which make propositions true, an identity theorist, 
by contrast, believes true propositions to be facts’ (1995, p. 160). Dodd’s 
correspondence/identity distinction brings out two different ways of 
picturing what happens when one attains knowledge. For Dodd’s 
correspondence theorist, although a perfect alignment between what a 
subject believes and what is the case would signal the attainment of 
complete objectivity, that epistemological state would leave intact the 
‘split’ differentiating a thinking subject from a worldly object. In 
contrast, for Dodd’s identity theorist, the perfect match we get in truth 
extinguishes the relation, resulting in a complete merger of thought and 
fact. McDowell falls into the latter category, since he claims that ‘there is 
no ontological gap between the sort of thing one can mean, or generally 
the sort thing one can think, and the sort of thing that can be the case. 
When one thinks truly, what one thinks is what is the case’ (1996, p. 27). 

McDowell credits Wittgenstein with this view: ‘When we say, and mean, 
that such-and-such is the case, we—and our meaning—do not stop 
anywhere short of the fact; but we mean: this—is—so’ (Wittgenstein 
[1953] 2001, p. 38). 

It is this full grasp of the truth which the skeptic contends can never 
be achieved. This skeptical predicament, however, follows from a specific 
construal of experience which McDowell rejects. ‘The worry is that if 
perception directly acquaints us only with intermediaries that interpose 
between us and the world, then it is difficult to see how we can have 
epistemic access to what lies beyond them’ (Millar 2007, pp. 180–181). 
What McDowell advocates, then, is a grasp of truth without the detour—
at least when one happens to correctly take in the fact(s) at hand. 
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McDowell insists that this kind of direct realism enjoys a plausibility 
bordering on the platitudinous: ‘All the point comes to is that one can 
think, for instance, that spring has begun, and that very same thing, that 
spring has begun, can be the case. That is truistic, and it cannot embody 
something metaphysically contentious, like slighting the independence 
of reality’ (1996, p. 27). Note the lack of any ‘disquotational’ apparatus 
in this passage. What would usually figure as the quotation-free object of 
a quoted meta-linguistic sentence (Tarski 1944) is here rendered in the 
same (italicized) manner since, according to McDowell, the very identity 
of the content licenses the abolition of any ontological distinction. The 
reiteration of spring’s beginning can perhaps have some informational 
value, making explicit to others the fact that one has fully embraced a 
feature of the world. But, such reiteration serves merely to underscore, 
not undermine, realism. It is thus imperative that no metaphysical 
partisanship be read into the doubling:  

[A] phobia of idealism can make people suspect we are renouncing the 
independence of reality […]. But we might just as well take the fact that the 
sort of thing one can think is the same as the sort of thing that can be the 
case the other way round, as an invitation to understand the notion of the 
sort of thing one can think in terms of a supposedly prior understanding of 
the sort of thing that can be the case. And in fact there is no reason to look 
for priority in either direction. (McDowell 1996, p. 28) 

When a subject experiences a truth, the contribution of her perceptual 
apparatus to this epistemic state is for all intents and purposes 
expunged. There is thus no need to posit the presence of some vehicle 
‘through which’ agents access the world. Only in cases of error is positing 
such representational vehicles appropriate, and McDowellian 
disjunctivism will want to make sure that this concession is tightly 
contained, so as to prevent the explanatory devices from contaminating 
genuine instances of openness to the world. Therefore, if things go right, 
one can simply see that such and such is the case. 

Some critics (e.g., Burge 2005) have taken McDowell to be advancing 
a theory of perception. Although disjunctivism might be made to work in 
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that area, McDowell is not proposing transparent access to facts as a 
thesis in cognitive science, but rather as a possibility that needs to be 
countenanced in epistemology (see McDowell 2013). On the disjunctivist 
view, the mere fact that some cases lead us astray should not leave us 
vulnerable to skeptical charges. This has led commentators like Duncan 
Pritchard (2003) to say that, with some minor tweaking, ‘we have 
available to us a fully-fledged form of McDowellian neo-Mooreanism’ 
(2008, p. 307; see also Pritchard 2008). 

According to McDowell, ‘[t]he point of the disjunctive conception is 
that if one undergoes an experience that belongs on the “good” side of 
the disjunction, that warrants one in believing […] that things are as the 
experience reveals things to be’ (2009a, p. 234). Indeed, the disjunctivist 
holds that ‘the experiences we have when perceiving worldly objects—
and merely hallucinatory experiences, are different in kind. The former 
are intrinsically encounters with worldly objects; the latter are not’ 
(Millar 2007, p. 177; emphasis added). This disjunction in kind 
reconfigures the Porphyrian tree informing much skeptical 
argumentation. The upshot of rejecting the idea that veridical and non-
veridical experiences are species of a common genus is that it ‘remove[s] 
a prop on which sceptical doubt depends’ (McDowell 2009a, pp. 236–
237), since one can no longer impugn a case of genuine openness to the 
world merely by suggesting that deceptive episodes would in principle 
present themselves in the same manner. 

Interpreting McDowell can be a delicate matter, but I think the 
purpose of his disjunctive conception is fairly clear: it is to prevent the 
skeptic from getting a foothold. I agree with Paul Snowdon that, if we 
look solely at this disjunctivist move, ‘there is something very attractive 
about the results that McDowell’s account promises to achieve’ (2009, p. 
134). However, given that McDowell makes other arguments besides 
disjunctivist ones, I want to look at a cluster of claims that does not gel 
well with all that has just been said. 
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2. The Intrinsic Value of Criticism 
McDowell claims that human nature entails a ‘standing obligation to 
reflect about the credentials of the putatively rational linkages that 
govern [empirical thinking]’ (1996, p. 12). Compared with the rejection 
of skepticism, the role of such critical reflection in McDowell’s 
philosophy is less straightforward, and derives from the thought that 
conceptual activity implies a distinctively human brand of intellectual 
freedom. 

Wilfrid Sellars—from whom McDowell draws much inspiration—
maintained that ‘in characterizing an episode or a state as that of 
knowing, we are not giving an empirical description of that episode or 
state; we are placing it in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and 
being able to justify what one says’ ([1956] 1997, section 36). According 
to the Sellarsian rejection of the Given, knowledge claims do not rest on, 
and therefore cannot appeal to, any sort of incontrovertible foundation. 
Instead, the abstract ‘space of reasons’ where knowledge emerges is 
composed exclusively of intertwining inferences, since ‘nothing can 
count as a reason for holding a belief except another belief’ (Davidson 
2001, p. 141). This is the view of justification which McDowell endorses. 
As Tim Thornton explains: 

A mediated epistemic standing is one that depends on rational relations to 
other positions. In other words, it is justified by other positions such as 
grounded beliefs. An unmediated standing, by contrast, would be one that 
was foundational […]. Both Sellars and McDowell take perception to involve 
a mediated state. […] Rather than attempting to decompose the concept of 
knowledge into constituent elements that form its epistemological base or 
foundation, McDowell suggests that it is the most basic concept in play. 
Justification is thus explicated from the starting-point of knowledge taken as 
a basic standing in the space of reasons. (2004, pp. 194–196) 

Inferential knowledge requires the assent of a thinking agent—an active 
recognition that this indeed follows from that (Neta 2009). Yet, if the 
reasons for believing a conclusion accrue from the validity of the 
deductive pattern whence it is drawn, the reasons for believing in the 
inference rules themselves would have to come from an altogether 
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different source, on pain of regress. To the extent this is so, the 
compelling power of reason is not something agents are automatically 
responsive to: ‘[I]t is not even clearly intelligible to suppose a creature 
might be born at home in the space of reasons. Human beings are not: 
they are born mere animals, and they are transformed into thinkers and 
intentional agents in the course of coming to maturity’ (McDowell 1996, 
p. 125; see also 2009b, p. 130). Perhaps a good way to summarize what 
McDowell is driving at would be to say that the space of reasons must be 
tended by a practice of reasoning. 

McDowell sees this deliberative competence as belonging to a ‘second 
nature’ which needs to be instilled by upbringing (Welchman 2008, pp. 
52–53). Education has often been considered the broker of new-found 
entailments. The Platonic doctrine of recollection had made the grasping 
of previously unfamiliar reasons a salutary means of ridding oneself of the 
corruption inherent in our finite predicament so as to commune—if only 
through a veil—with the immutable verities that make rationality possible 
(McDowell 2009a, p. 207). While McDowell would be uncomfortable with 
the suggestion that the space of reasons is a privileged realm housing 
incorruptible truths, he nevertheless retains the social dimension of this 
account. The reason-giving practices on display in the conversation 
between Socrates and the slave boy in Plato’s Meno are more real than any 
putative Form. McDowell’s stance thus echoes Richard Rorty’s (1979) view 
of knowledge as a conversation devoid of mind-independent standards. 
Because patterns of assent do not track anything beyond patterns of 
assent, possession of a shared cultural heritage is thus essential to—indeed 
constitutive of—exercises of rationality  

Interestingly, when Socrates first calls over the slave boy, he inquires 
whether his prospective interlocutor ‘is a Greek and speaks our 
language,’ whereupon Meno reassures him that the child was ‘born and 
bred in the house.’ Linguists, being privy to a wider diachronic vantage, 
are aware that the grammatical connections of correctness and 
incorrectness sanctioned by natural languages are constantly being 
reshaped to meet the needs and changing circumstances of their users. 
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McDowell suggests that judgments about what is and is not warranted 
likewise evolve, such that the standards of rationality we take for granted 
represent a store of ‘historically accumulated wisdom’ (1996, p. 126). 
Clearly, in this picture, foundations have withered away. 

The foundations may have withered away, but the human craving for 
foundations has not. Thus, in an attempt to forestall the objection that 
by rejecting the Given we commit ourselves to a discursive space ‘within 
which our exercises of spontaneity run without friction’ (1996, p. 39), 
McDowell calls on ethical demands to chaperon our epistemic 
subjectivity. Hilary Putnam (2002) held that whoever proposes to 
collapse the fact/value dichotomy is left not just with values, but with 
some of the properties of factuality as well. McDowell exploits this idea 
that ‘meaning and aboutness is fraught with “ought”’ (McDowell 2009b, 
p. 217) to answer the accusation that, in attempting to escape the 
respective shortcomings of foundationalism and coherentism, he has 
forsaken any means of robustly adjudicating knowledge claims. He 
argues that our natural place as rational animals entails not only an 
ability, but a demand, to critically reflect on the merit of our beliefs. The 
standards of rationality may be nothing more than accumulated wisdom, 
but ‘a standing obligation to engage in critical reflection is itself part of 
the inheritance’ (McDowell 1996, p. 126). 

On this view, it would be self-contradictory for a critical thinker to 
claim that label without subjecting the canonical standards she has been 
taught to critical scrutiny too. McDowell therefore thinks possessing a 
rational faculty ‘does not just open our eyes to our nature […]; it also 
enables and even obliges us to step back from it […]’ (1998b, p. 172). 
True, when we follow Sellars and reject the Given, we deprive ourselves of 
some mind-independent standard against which to measure our beliefs. 
However, a concession to relativism does not follow, McDowell argues, 
since we can always turn to those normative demands that ‘are as much a 
part of our natural history as walking, eating, drinking, playing’ 
(Wittgenstein [1953] 2001, p. 11) in order to reinstate a reflective 
constraint on thinking. 
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3. To Trust or Not to Trust? 
As we have just seen, McDowell holds that ‘[i]t is essential to conceptual 
capacities, in the demanding sense, that they can be exploited in active 
thinking, thinking that is open to reflection about its own rational 
credentials’ (1996, p. 47; note that the credentials here are ‘rational,’ not 
empirical). In many ways, this is a laudable prescription. The trouble, 
however, is that the scrutiny involved in such a policy is held to be 
epistemologically virtuous regardless of the circumstances in which it is 
applied. Indeed, the standing obligation need not be triggered by any 
concrete empirical friction. On the contrary, it is introduced by 
McDowell precisely to enjoin epistemic agents to police their beliefs of 
their own accord, without Givennness. My concern is that, unless this 
activity of doubting is restrained in some decidable manner, an ethos of 
criticism comes dangerously close to the attitude adopted by the skeptic. 

Here, intuitively, is what motivates my worry. It is often said (e.g., 
Popper 2002) that knowledge is best secured when the phases of 
conjecture and refutation are held to sharply diverging standards of 
laxity and rigor; that is, when the generation of hypotheses is 
unimpeded and the criticism leveled at them merciless. However, the 
domain of possible objections, if left unconstrained, is arguably infinite. 
Granted, the contentions summoned by mere speculation are likely of 
unequal merit and could for the most part be easily defeated. Yet, since 
the refuting party adhering to canons of evidence and justification is 
limited in not being able to engage in a similar flood of unmotivated 
claims, the conjecturing party (whose imagination has free reign) enjoys 
an inestimable advantage. To put my worry in game-theoretic terms 
(Pietarinen 2006), I think that some rules rule out victory. If A and B are 
writing out a long sentence in an alternating sequence, and B (the 
skeptic) has the power to transform A’s proposed period marks into 
semicolons, then B effectively has the power to unilaterally decide when 
the joint venture ends. Once we grasp this symbiosis that binds 
speculation and skepticism, we see that unconstrained objections just are 
skepticism. 
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The moral, then, is that unless we have at our disposal a principled 
means of winnowing warranted and unwarranted objections, the 
seemingly harmless call for open-mindedness championed by McDowell 
will backfire and work against the hard-nosed realism canvassed in the 
first section. 

Recall that, according to the disjunctivist conception, ‘[t]he 
acknowledgment of fallibility cannot detract from the excellence of an 
epistemic position’ (McDowell 2009a, p. 232). This is a very strong claim: 
recognizing that one could be wrong is not supposed to tarnish the 
credentials of veridical experience(s). Yet, short of introducing 
supplementary qualifications, this does not sit well with the idea that one 
ought to critically review what one takes to be the case since, for all one 
knows, one could be wrong. Indeed, what is the point of insisting that 
the world is made ‘open’ to us in non-deceptive experience if rationality 
obliges us to subsequently shun that intimacy and submit the contents so 
delivered to doubt? 

The goal of the disjunctivist strategy, I take it, is to make some 
concrete philosophic headway, and not merely to add a trivial victory on 
the side of realism before promptly returning to skeptical business as 
usual. However, the critical policy advocated by McDowell, if seriously 
carried out, is problematic, in that it effectively annuls whatever gains 
might have been achieved by the idea that the worldly contents involved 
are manifest to a subject from the start. 

Given this conflict, I argue that a choice must be made: either we 
discard/weaken the idea of openness to the world and keep the standing 
obligation intact; or we keep the openness intact and discard/weaken the 
obligation. In light of the kinship between unconstrained objections and 
skepticism, I think the second option is the most promising. 
Accordingly, I suggest that the standing obligation to revise our beliefs 
and the disjunctive view of experience can be reconciled if the revisions 
are made answerable—not to any inherent virtuousness—but to the 
disruption of habits. Concretely, this means that if, while walking out of 
the office, you actually hear and/or smell burning coffee, then, by all 
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means, go back and check whether the coffee-maker has been properly 
unplugged. Otherwise, walk away with full confidence. 

Since I can find no resources in McDowell’s philosophy to articulate 
such an account, I now turn elsewhere for guidance. 

4. A Pragmatist Amendment 
McDowell (1996, p. ix) credits an enthusiastic reading—his ‘third or 
fourth’—of Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) for 
stimulating the reflection that eventually became Mind and World. Now, 
Rorty saw pragmatism as ‘the doctrine that there are no constraints on 
inquiry save conversational ones’ (1982, p. 165). However, hardly any 
pragmatist besides Rorty saw it that way. Some, like McDowell’s 
colleague Robert Brandom (1994), have tried to finesse this idea of 
conversational constraints. For those (like me) who think that talk can 
only beget more talk, that program makes a fine philosophy of language 
but a poor epistemology. Recent years have thus witnessed a concerted 
effort to rectify the false impression of pragmatism that Rorty helped to 
make mainstream (see for example Misak 2013). It is best, then, to 
distinguish Rorty’s neo-pragmatism from the ideas advocated by classical 
figures like Peirce, James, and Dewey. 

With that distinction in mind, Isabelle Peschard notes that 
‘McDowell’s philosophy is neo-pragmatist, but his account of “empirical 
thinking” is not oriented to practice to the extent we see in classic 
pragmatism’ (2010, p. 162n1). Likewise, Richard Bernstein argues that, 
in spite of McDowell’s historical scholarship, McDowell would profit 
from being ‘better acquainted with the American pragmatic tradition, 
especially the work of Charles Sanders Peirce’ (Bernstein 2002, pp. 18–
19). I concur with these assessments. Specifically, I think Peirce’s 
distinction between genuine and contrived doubt can resolve the tension 
evinced in the previous sections. 

Like McDowell, Peirce insisted that skepticism is ‘a mere self-
deception, and not real doubt’ (1992, p. 29), and that one may ‘find 
reason to doubt what he began by believing; but in that case he doubts 
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because he has a positive reason for it, and not on account of the 
Cartesian maxim’ (ibid.). Building on this, I think the scrutiny alluded to 
by McDowell should be construed as an occasional measure triggered 
only upon substantial disruptions of one’s epistemic status quo (see 
Wiggins 2004, pp. 97–99)—not speculative acumen.  

Although it can have a heuristic value, doubt is a potentially toxic 
cleanser when mis- or over-used. As David Lewis remarked, the more we 
critically survey what we know and how we came to know it, the more we 
are ‘forced to admit that there always are uneliminated possibilities of 
error’ (1996, p. 550). Heightened levels of scrutiny therefore do not 
alleviate the epistemological predicament; they worsen it. Indeed, as the 
literature on skepticism attests, one can always dream up an objection, 
no matter how remote (brains in vats, fake barn facades, etc.), that could 
in principle overturn a claim of having attained genuine knowledge 
(Brogaard 2011). Now, contextualists suggest that such potentially 
devastating skeptical implications are known to be true only once a 
subject thinks of them and/or recognizes them as true. This, according to 
contextualism, can allow us to obliquely acknowledge fallibility without 
relinquishing the idea of conclusive knowledge (Dougherty and Rysiew 
2009). The view I recommend is different. I argue that doubt needs to be 
locked away in a conditional the antecedent of which we have no control 
over: If a belief fails us, then we should revise it (if not, not). 

Genuine disbelief ‘always has an external origin, usually from 
surprise; and […] it is as impossible for a man to create in himself a 
genuine doubt by such an act of the will […] as it would be for him to 
give himself genuine surprise by a simple act of the will’ (Peirce 1998, p. 
348). McDowell, by contrast, holds that ‘[t]here must be a standing 
willingness to refashion concepts and conceptions if that is what reflection 
recommends’ (1996, pp. 12–13; emphasis added). Because the subject is 
here given the initiative, this prescription clearly departs from the 
pragmatist view I am advocating. If I am right, the price to pay for 
stifling the skeptic is that philosophical questioning can no longer begin 
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in wonder, but must rather follow a threefold sequence of real doubt, 
conjecture, and refutation. 

The crucial issue is not so much the particular way in which 
skepticism expands hairline fissures of doubt about one’s beliefs into 
veritable canyons, but rather how such fissures are detected in the first 
place. By the standard implicit in McDowell’s view of rationality, to 
ponder the possibility of a fissure is to detect one. In contrast, when the 
impetus is rooted and sustained by genuine doubt, the detection of 
fissures is a result of a tangible discontinuity in one’s erstwhile fertile 
expectations—a shocking realization that the world as one previously 
conceived it is not thus and so. By this Peircean standard, admissible 
opportunities for wedging fissures open would be rare; the rational 
animal is not so maladapted to its environment. 

The idea that humans critically revisit their beliefs and conceptions 
only when compelled to do so seems so plain as to go without saying—the 
casual reader of McDowell’s work likely supplies that missing element 
herself. One might thus be tempted to think that this is what McDowell 
had in mind all along. I nevertheless think the absence of any remark to 
that effect by McDowell is a calculated move (recall the careful rationalist 
wording spotted at the start of the third section). After all, disruptions 
outside of one’s agentive control imply exactly the kind of worldly friction 
that McDowell’s appeal to ethical norms strives to supersede. McDowell is 
familiar with Donald Davidson’s (2001, p. 104) well-known remarks on 
the topic of surprise. Nevertheless, it can be argued that, 

McDowell overlooks our everyday experience of error recognition and the 
fact that there is also a distinct phenomenological experience of realizing one 
has made a mistake—the ‘a-ha,’ or rather the ‘oh, no’ moment in error 
recognition. And he seems unable to explain this phenomenon from within 
his infallibilist picture. […] So, while McDowell criticizes Davidson for not 
having enough (empirical) friction in his system, McDowell may be guilty of 
the same thing, since he doesn’t seem to have room for empirical self-
correctives, which appear in Peirce as surprise […]. (Cooke 2011, p. 80) 

As we saw in the second section (on ‘The Intrinsic Value of Criticism’), 
McDowell claims to have self-correctives in his philosophy, since the 
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norms of ‘second-nature’ are supposed to impose a friction on our 
beliefs. McDowell (2009a, p. 308) contends that the demands of 
rationality extend as far as concepts do, and since he rejects the idea of 
securing piecemeal encounters with the Given, he regards the critical 
demands instilled in upbringing as applying across the board. 
Observational claims are thus fair game, and can be subject to critical 
revision. Although McDowell takes pains to advocate an ‘unbounded’ 
view of the conceptual realm (1996, pp. 24–45), he invokes the familiar 
‘web’ metaphor of Quinean holism to make his point: 

No doubt there is no serious prospect that we might need to reshape the 
concepts at the outermost edges of the system, the most immediately 
observational concepts, in response to pressures from inside the system. But 
that no-doubt unreal prospect brings out the point that matters for my 
present purpose. This is that although experience itself is not a good fit for 
the idea of spontaneity, even the most immediately observational concepts 
are partly constituted by their role in something that is indeed appropriately 
conceived in terms of spontaneity. (McDowell 1996, p. 13) 

Pursuant with his standing obligation, McDowell holds that one should 
always be ready to consider any potential criticism, no matter how 
remote, since there is presumably ‘no guarantee that the world is 
completely within the reach of a system of concepts and conceptions as it 
stands at some particular moment in its historical development’ (1996, 
p. 40). Since there is no Given, everything can be called into doubt. All 
this is meant to halt relativism. However, when McDowell motivates his 
prescription by invoking the ‘unreal prospect’ (1996, p. 13) of having to 
reshape observational knowledge, he confesses that such a possibility is 
not ‘genuine’ in the Peircean sense. This should suffice, on pragmatist 
grounds, to rule out any revision prompted solely on that basis. 

Glendinning and de Gaynesford (1998) have argued that McDowell’s 
stance is ill-suited to address stronger, more virulent, forms of skepticism 
that do not depend on the indistinguishability of veridical and illusory 
experiences. Even so, McDowell clearly seeks to distance himself from 
the full-on doubt of the skeptic. However, we are not given any means 
(save perhaps our intuitions) to distinguish between these varieties. 
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Hence, despite the fact that the disjunctive conception clears ample 
room for certainty, ‘McDowell gives us little practical guidance for 
choosing propositions as beliefs’ (Cooke 2011, p. 79). 

As Charles Travis recently noted in a study of McDowell’s disjunctivist 
position, ‘[i]t is always possible, in this sense, that I may be wrong: where 
I take p to be so, that fact, so far, always leaves it open that I might be 
wrong. But […] for it to be possible that I may (might) be wrong is not yet 
for it to be so that I may be’ (2005, p. 296). The pragmatist distinction 
between genuine and contrived doubt equips us with an epistemological 
gauge for determining when it is appropriate to ascend from merely 
‘possible’ to ‘actual’ error. On the view I am urging, disbelief cannot 
arise simply from thought speculatively folding onto itself. Instead, any 
warranted upheaval of one’s store of beliefs, minor or momentous, must 
come from a salient discordance with the world (Peirce 1992, p. 233). 

One might argue that McDowell’s standing obligation is more 
concerned with the adequacy of our concepts than with the truth of the 
beliefs that we form with those concepts. If so, then the skeptical 
consequences I have insisted on may not seem to follow so easily. That 
said, a story would still need to be told about how to understand the 
standing obligation to reflect on our concepts, and the Peircean story I 
propose would likely do well there too. One could also argue that 
McDowell’s recommended ethics of disbelief applies only to a 
professional scientific mindset, and is tacitly suspended in the context of 
a lay person’s daily activities (Haddock and Macpherson 2008, p. 9fn15). 
The previous retort would still apply, since a story would need to be told 
about when scientists ought to call into question their theories. 

Addressing the average person’s life, McDowell writes that ‘being at 
home in the space of reasons involves not just a collection of propensities 
to shift one’s psychological stance in response to this or that, but the 
standing potential for a reflective stance at which the question arises 
whether one ought to find this or that persuasive’ (1996, p. 125). This 
characterization makes it look as if letting events outside one’s control 
decide when critical revisions are in order puts the mind on a cruise-
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control appropriate only to ‘mere animals’ (McDowell 1996, p. 114). I do 
not see what could justify McDowell’s misgiving here. Nothing I say in 
this article undermines the idea that, when inquiry has been legitimately 
triggered, the deliberative resources one must thereafter marshal involve 
distinctly human capacities. McDowell infers that if the stimulus is brute, 
so must the response. That simply does not follow: a rupture in one’s 
habitual conceptions and beliefs does not by itself supply one with the 
hypotheses and reflective means needed to successfully mend that rift. In 
fact, because the inferential sequence of problem-solving inquiry must 
begin with a creative act of abduction, what the first guess will be in a 
given instance is anybody’s guess (Gonzalez and Haselager 2005). 

When, pursuing our projects, the world suddenly blocks us, we have 
to interpret what is going on. Such interpretation requires that we 
handle signs, and these (triadic) signs will be structurally richer than the 
(dyadic) body-world blockage that prompts their creation (Champagne 
2014). As Peirce (1992, pp. 115–122) pointed out, there are many ways 
of restoring the fixation of belief. Even if one opts to overcome the 
irritation of real doubt by employing the scientific method, interpretive 
leeway will be present. Although various proposals have been made (e.g., 
Levi 1991, pp. 117–164), there is no agreed-upon canon or algorithm 
specifying what is an admissible basis for removing settled assumptions. 
Not every contrary event need upturn established beliefs, so a healthy 
degree of resistance to change is needed. But, classical pragmatists 
usually agree that there has to be some tangible impetus that prompts 
such revisions, and I am here concerned solely with the tips of this 
sequential process of belief fixation, not with whatever may take place in 
between. There is thus plenty of room in this Peircean picture for an 
edifying construal of our rational gifts. 

In fact, I would argue that, even during periods of normalcy, reliance 
on pre-reflective patterns of habituation does not turn one into an 
automaton. Much the opposite: such reliance does justice to an 
enchanted conception of human animals as full participants in the 
natural order. Hubert Dreyfus (2005) has made a similar point, arguing 
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that McDowell does not pay sufficient attention to embodied coping. 
McDowell (2009a, pp. 308–328) has responded to Dreyfus by claiming 
that conceptual abilities extend even to such pre-reflective actions. I 
think this is an implausible response. At any rate, the ‘pan-conceptual’ 
view adopted by McDowell ‘is highly unorthodox in contemporary 
philosophy of action’ (Maher 2012, p. 117), precisely because the 
survival value of ingrained habits derives from the fact that they are not 
subject to conscious deliberation. McDowell might reply that such 
embodied patterns of coping with the world could be subjected to 
reflection. That is true, but it brings us back to my central concern, 
namely that we need to know when to ascend a modal notch from 
possible to actual questioning. 

Could a paradox constitute the kind of expectation-frustration that 
triggers doubt? If, say, the infinity of spatial fractions in Zeno’s paradox 
were to prevent me from reaching across the table to grab a glass of 
milk, I might be in trouble. As things stand, we do not ‘encounter’ such 
paradoxes, we merely contemplate them (in a patent case of cultural 
inculcation, we have to go to school to become worried by those, and are 
typically considered glib by our evaluators if we aren’t). Hence, at most, 
paradoxes can be psychologically disturbing, not practically disruptive. 
One might therefore phrase my prescription as ‘Don’t be disturbed 
unless you are disrupted.’ 

Thus, from an experiential standpoint, the net yield of my 
prescription is peace of mind. The ability to trust the inertia of habits 
restores ataraxia, ‘so that [philosophy] is no longer tormented by 
questions which bring itself in question’ (Wittgenstein [1953] 2001, p. 
44). Wittgenstein ([1969] 2006) agreed with Peirce that we never really 
doubt what is beyond doubt. As Rossella Fabbrichesi Leo puts it: 
‘Certainty is not a result of the process of inquiry, but a premiss for it—this 
may serve as a summary of both Peirce’s and Wittgenstein’s positions’ 
(2004, p. 182; see also Braver 2012). Surely walking away from made-up 
worries is concordant with McDowell’s ‘quietism’ (2009a, p. 104; Dingli 
2005, pp. 12–28). If so, then it should not be deemed praiseworthy to 
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call into question, unprompted, the background certainties that we 
routinely rely on. 

The foregoing of course rest on the assumption that, as a rule, our 
inborn settings are correct on when to feel the irritation of doubt, and 
when not to. This is an empirical claim, so some evidence could point 
otherwise. I think that, for the most part, we fare quite well in our 
dealings with the world (I certainly do). However, irrespective of all this, 
my proposal, like McDowell’s, should be read in a normative key, as an 
epistemic ideal agents should aspire to. I think that my colleague who 
quadruple-checks the coffee-maker is wrong to do so, and my normative 
assessment of her behaviour is unmoved by my descriptive realization of 
how she in fact chooses to act. 

Conclusion 
I have argued that there is an inconsistent combination of fallibilist and 
infallibilist commitments in John McDowell’s philosophy. McDowell 
holds that, when things go well, we can ‘get into perceptual states that 
provide indefeasible warrant for perceptual beliefs’ (2011, p. 38). This can 
seem far-flung, but really it isn’t. McDowell’s point is that while 
capacities are fallible, individual exercises of those capacities are not. 
Think of it this way: I am an imperfect dart thrower. Hence, on the 
whole, I only sometimes hit the bull’s eye. But, in any given shot, it is 
clear-cut whether I have or have not landed in that inner zone. Likewise, 
the disjunctivist holds that we can acknowledge the fallibility of a 
capacity like perception while recognizing that, in the good instances, 
our perceptual organs reveal how things really are. However, because 
McDowell also advocates a standing policy of belief criticism, he 
introduces elements that undo these infallibilist commitments. I have 
attempted to rectify this by anchoring McDowell’s critical attitude on real 
doubt. Requiring revisions to be caused by something outside the 
purview of one’s agency (and to thus be accompanied by a sense of 
surprise) gives us a principled means of determining on which side of 
the veridical/non-veridical disjunction we land in a given occasion. 
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Like any disposition, a disposition to criticize beliefs needs a trigger, 
and it is this trigger that has interested me. My pragmatist amendment is 
meant to ensure that subjects do not trigger any revisions themselves. 
On the view I recommend, it is not laudable for one to take the initiative 
and call into question what one believes—unless, that is, one is given a 
legitimate cause (by the world) to do so. ‘The doubt in this case would be 
genuine, not because one “consciously assumes” that nature might 
change its course, but because of the “surprising fact” that it did’ 
(Sullivan 1991, p. 214). Although we are indeed endowed with 
conceptual spontaneity, it is a misuse of that faculty to engage in 
ruminations which prompt ad hoc verifications of our beliefs. I thus think 
McDowell’s ‘standing obligation’ should be weakened so as to be 
triggered only upon substantial frustrations of those expectations which 
grow out of hitherto fruitful habits. 

Among the many ideas found in Peirce’s corpus, it is not to this one 
that McDowell turned. McDowell writes that ‘[t]here is a tendency to stop 
short of accepting that the obligation is perpetual. One imagines the 
obligation’s ceasing to apply if one contemplates a state of affairs that 
would deserve to be called “the end of inquiry”’ (1996, p. 40). This is 
Peirce’s (in)famous convergence theory of truth (canonically expressed 
in Peirce 1992, p. 139). Yet, why should an end-of-time state of collective 
omniscience be considered the prime alternative to accepting an 
obligation to constantly question one’s beliefs? Given that for the most 
part we go about our daily lives successfully, surely we can currently 
claim some gained ground, inquiry-wise. After all, if, once all defeaters 
have been exhausted, a belief turns out true, then that means it is true 
right now. 

Hence, another way to read my proposal would be to say that 
McDowell’s ideas help to solidify Peirce’s commitment to realism. ‘Like 
McDowell, Peirce wants to preserve the central “truth” of the empiricist 
tradition—that the world constrains what we believe—but he also wants 
to avoid the confusion between constraint and justification’ (Bernstein 
2010, p. 49). Thus, like McDowell, Peirce is sometimes ambivalent about 
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whether, when one get things right, one should leave room for the 
possibility that one has gotten things wrong. As Joseph Margolis 
observes, ‘if knowledge (fallibilistically construed) implicates an infinite 
long run, then realism […] can never be confined to, or confirmed in, 
the inquiries of any finite interval of time’ (2007, p. 234). The pragmatist 
tradition has inherited this ambivalence (see for example Price 2011). 
However, annexing disjunctivism to pragmatism means that, if one has 
not encountered events that show one’s beliefs to be mistaken, those 
beliefs can be regarded as true.1 
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1. Introduction 

If deciding is akin to taking a leap, then deciding rationally is 

tantamount to ensuring that one leaps over as narrow a chasm of uncertainty 

as possible. One contemplates a range of possible actions, assigns weights and 

probabilities to each, and then calculates which is likely to best serve one’s 

elected ends. Such deliberation is often seen as the site of human freedom, but 

the binding power of rationality does seem to imply that deliberation is, in its 

own way, a deterministic process. After all, if one knows the starting 

preferences and circumstances of an agent, then, assuming that the agent is 

rational and that those preferences and circumstances don’t change, one 

should be in a position to predict what the agent will decide. However, given 

that an agent could conceivably confront equally attractive alternatives, it is an 

open question whether rational choice theory can ever eliminate 

indeterminacy—fully bridging the chasm, as it were. 

The clearest support for such a limitation of rationality comes from 

the “Buridan’s ass” scenario, where an agent is confronted with two (or more) 

equally attractive/unattractive options. The famished ass stuck between 

equidistant bales of hay is of two minds on the matter. Its eventual action, if 

any, will of course attest to a singular commitment. But, it seems there must 

be a prior bottleneck, and it is what transpires in this anteroom of agency that 

is disputed. 

 “Choice” can be defined as something that “presupposes alternatives 

plus a requirement that an outcome be reached in favor of one of them to the 

exclusion of the other.”
1
 Call this last clause the univocity assumption. This 

assumption reveals some common methodological aspirations. Indeed, “the 

explanatory ideal in science is always to form hypotheses from which a 

unique observational consequence can be deduced.”
2 

Buridan’s ass cases 

compromise this desire always to churn out a univocal verdict. 

                                                           
1 James I. McAdam, “Choosing Flippantly or Non-Rational Choice,” Analysis 25, 

suppl. no. 3 (1965), p. 133. 

 
2 Jon Elster, “The Nature and Scope of Rational-Choice Explanations,” in Actions and 

Events: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, ed. Ernest LePore and 

Brian P. McLaughlin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1985), p. 65 (emphasis added). 



Reason Papers Vol. 37, no. 1 

138 

 

 

Does rationality by itself have the resources needed to prevent 

paralysis of action? Differing answers to this question obviously entail 

differing research programs. One view asks us to note that rational agents are 

endowed with a power to “just do it,”
3
 while the other view asks us to collect 

still finer empirical details about situated exercises of rational agency. If, 

however, there can remain genuine leeway in the choices of even the most 

rational agents, this would undermine the prospect of predicting and/or 

guiding decision-making processes in a totally gap-free way. A modicum of 

voluntarism must, it seems, always be in the mix. 

As we shall see, those who (implicitly or explicitly) adhere to the 

univocity assumption cannot accept the decisional impotence one finds in 

Buridan’s ass cases, and so devise ways to avoid it. I will catalogue common 

responses and argue that each are either unwarranted or flawed. Obviously, 

the philosophical criticisms I will articulate need not challenge the specifics of 

decision theory—though they might pose a cap on its range of application. My 

presentation will follow a straightforward structure: I will first pinpoint the 

problem that concerns me, and will then examine four untenable responses to 

it. 

 

2. The Problem 

 In this article, I want to focus solely on what is essential. Mark 

Balaguer, for instance, distinguishes Buridan’s ass scenarios from “torn” 

decisions.
4
 The former involve qualitatively identical but numerically distinct 

options (e.g., two soup cans of the same brand), whereas the latter involve 

qualitatively different and numerically distinct options (e.g., a soup can versus 

a banana). One can certainly make this distinction. However, doing so is 

needless, since the assignment of an abstract valence like “utility” is, by 

design, general enough to subsume such features. Hence, it makes no 

difference what one is stuck between, provided one desires each equally. We 

simply have to play with the variables until they truly even out, at which point 

the discussion begins (though to foster clarity, I will nevertheless use 

qualitatively identical options as my examples). 

 If we disregard the fact that it involves a non-human animal, the 

problem of “Buridan’s ass” poses no great difficulty for the imagination (at 

least not obviously so). The “weights” that are balanced are not physical 

weights, but preferential weights. Hence, a trace element of physical matter 

added to or withdrawn from a given option does not automatically translate 

                                                                                                                              
 
3 See Marc Champagne, “Just Do It: Schopenhauer and Peirce on the Immediacy of 

Agency,” Symposium: Canadian Journal of Continental Philosophy 18, no. 2 (Fall 

2014), pp. 209-32. 

 
4 Mark Balaguer, Free Will as an Open Scientific Problem (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 2010), pp. 72–73. 
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into an increase or decrease in the utility assigned to that option. Moreover, no 

controversial (say, supernatural) elements are posited. In fact, some theorists 

like Edna Ullmann-Margalit and Sydney Morgenbesser hold that cases of 

symmetrical preference abound, and propose that “[s]uper-market shelves 

supply us with paradigmatic examples of social picking situations proper.”
5
 

Of course, a lot of money is spent by firms for “featuring” their products by 

placing them in more conspicuous spots. Nevertheless, it does not offend the 

laws of physics one bit to think that two soup cans (on whatever shelf) might 

be equidistant from a customer. To the extent that this is correct, Buridan’s 

story might be a ubiquitous part of our daily lives, and we should be 

intimately familiar with our decisions in such cases. 

 Rational animals would be at a severe disadvantage if they had not 

evolved ways of wriggling out of decisional paralysis (otherwise their species-

specific differentia would be a considerable hindrance). Can we proceed from 

this to the conclusion that human agents are endowed with a faculty or power 

that escapes the net of traditional decision matrices? Ullmann-Margalit and 

Morgenbesser introduce the terms “picking” and “choosing” to describe 

decisions made in symmetrical and asymmetrical preferential contexts, 

respectively. “Picking” is non-monotonic, in the sense that one cannot deduce 

on the basis of an agent’s prior commitments and context what the outcome of 

her rational deliberations will be. Hence, when it comes to picking, the use of 

the adjective “rational” is moot. 

 Positing the existence of a faculty like picking would seem to be a 

perfectly respectable inference to the best explanation. Interestingly, before 

Buridan and his Latin peers discussed the matter, al-Ghazali had formulated 

the problem of preferential symmetry using a man stuck between two equally 

mouth-watering dates. Al-Ghazali concluded that “[e]veryone, therefore, who 

studies, in the human and the divine, the real working of the act of choice, 

must necessarily admit a quality the nature of which is to differentiate 

between two similar things.”
6
 More often than not, though, this line of 

abductive reasoning is not carried out, as a certain bias manifests itself. 

Philosophy as a distinctive activity is often said to rest on 

deliberation, so the suggestion that the ambit of those rational powers is 

limited can naturally be seen as tainting that disciplinary identity. Many 

philosophers thus assume that, given well-defined circumstances, a theory of 

rational choice can always tell us what to do. This assumption in turn fosters 

(or is fostered by?) a general confidence in the exhaustive power of reason. 

                                                           
5 Edna Ullmann-Margalit and Sydney Morgenbesser, “Picking and Choosing,” Social 

Research 44, no. 4 (1977), p. 761. 

 
6 Quoted in Nicholas Rescher, “Choice without Preference: A Study of the History and 

of the Logic of the Problem of ‘Buridan’s Ass,’” Kant-Studien 51, no. 2 (1959–60), p. 

148. 
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There is a distinctively rationalist flavor to this belief. Rene Descartes, in his 

Fourth Meditation, offers a canonical statement: 

 

But the indifference I feel when there is no reason pushing me in 

one direction rather than another is the lowest grade of freedom; it 

is evidence not of any perfection of freedom, but rather of a defect 

in knowledge or a kind of negation. For if I always saw clearly 

what was true and good, I should never have to deliberate about the 

right judgement or choice; in that case, although I should be wholly 

free, it would be impossible for me ever to be in a state of 

indifference.
7
 

 

Pursuing that view, Benedict de Spinoza
8
 thought it would be flatly irrational 

for anyone to regard two options as truly equal, and Gottfried Leibniz
9
 

thought that decision without preference offends the (in his view, ubiquitous) 

principle of sufficient reason. Not everyone in the philosophical canon thinks 

that the principle of sufficient reason has exhaustive coverage, so some (like 

Arthur Schopenhauer
10

 and Jean-Paul Sartre
11

) would find no problem here. 

                                                           
7 Rene Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, vol. 2, trans. John 

Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 1984), p. 40. For a similar view, see Brand Blanshard, Reason and 

Analysis (Chicago, IL: Open Court, 1991), p. 493. 

 
8 Spinoza doubts whether a person frozen in equilibrium would still count as a person. 

The topic of balanced utilities, though motivated by formal considerations, thus 

becomes the province of “babies, fools, and madmen.” See Benedict de 

Spinoza, Complete Works, trans. Samuel Shirley (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2002), p. 

276. 

 
9 According to Leibniz, the scenario of Buridan’s ass is typical of the 

medieval “Schoolmen, whose ideas”—unlike, say, his windowless monads—“tend 

towards the chimerical.” Thanks to the activity of those Leibnizian monads, “small 

perceptions” (somehow) intervene to ensure that “[t]here is always a prevailing reason 

which prompts the will to its choice.” See Gottfried Leibniz, Theodicy, trans. E. M. 

Huggard (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1985), p. 148. As we are about to see in the 

following section, this is a prime example of response (c), which gratuitously posits 

subpersonal influences. 

 
10 For Schopenhauer, determinism applies to everything we perceive, but there is no 

reason to think that everything we perceive exhausts everything there is. See Arthur 

Schopenhauer, Essay on the Freedom of the Will, trans. Konstantin Kolenda (Mineola, 

NY: Dover, 2005). See also Champagne, “Just Do It: Schopenhauer and Peirce on the 

Immediacy of Agency.” 

 
11 For Sartre, consciousness always effaces itself before whatever intentional object it 

has. Since the conscious ego is nothing (literally, no thing), it cannot be subject to any 

law or causal force. To maintain otherwise would be to craft a cowardly excuse for 

one’s freely elected stance/attitude toward the world. See Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and 
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Still, theirs is a minority view, so the rationalist stance dominates, informing 

current debates.
12

 

 Of course, it is rare to find a theorist or philosopher openly affirming 

that rational decision knows no bounds. Nevertheless, when confronted with 

such limits, many write them off as merely apparent. Bruno de Finetti, for 

example, resorts mainly to (supposedly shared) intuitions to motivate his 

claims. He characterizes the idea that the world can house cases which have 

“no feature that would make one preferable to the other” as something that 

“puts nature in the terribly embarrassing situation of Buridan’s ass.”
13

 By 

parity of reasoning, one could just as easily say that strong dominance puts 

nature in the situation of making the choice for the agent. 

 

3. Four Untenable Responses 

 The world likely admits of a whole range of balances and 

imbalances, so it is difficult to see why one situation should be deemed more 

metaphysically absurd than the other. At any rate, the quick fixes encouraged 

by such a mindset are riddled with difficulties that are more significant than is 

typically assumed. I will now look at four common strategies. 

 

a. Postulating a neutral valence or state 

 We can begin with the least sophisticated response. Situations that 

appear problematic can be made less so by including “indifference” into the 

calculus. After all, since no recommendation can be inferred from indifference 

over and above the idea that both options are equally good and could both be 

picked, this seems like a perfectly sound analysis. 

 Alas, this response completely dodges the problem. Given that in the 

end an action will be taken, we have to explain why a specific option was 

privileged. Clearly, the idea of indifference cannot be of any help here; it is 

coined to express a state which may perhaps precede an action, but surely 

cannot prompt or accompany an action. Hence, it is legitimate to ask whether 

it was a utility or something else that put an end to the indifference. 

                                                                                                                              
Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Random House, 1994). This 

resembles the claim, “[i]n the Objectivist view, [that] no antecedent, deterministic 

factors can explain why people choose or do not choose to focus.” See Chris Matthew 

Sciabarra, Ayn Rand: The Russian Radical, 2d. ed. (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania 

State University Press, 2013), p. 153. For a comparative study of existentialist and 

objectivist views on free will and commitment, see Marc Champagne and Mimi Reisel 

Gladstein, “Beauvoir and Rand: Asphyxiating People, Having Sex, and Pursuing 

a Career,” The Journal of Ayn Rand Studies (forthcoming). 

 
12 It could be argued that, by moving from a human to an ass, the Western tradition 

(re)cast the thought-experiment in terms that rhetorically poison the well. 

 
13 Bruno de Finetti, “Probabilism: A Critical Essay on the Theory of Probability and on 

the Value of Science,” Erkenntnis 31, nos. 2–3 (1989), p. 178. 
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b. Tipping the utilities 

 If one endorses a twofold menu of utilities and indifference, then by 

virtue of a disjunctive syllogism, the observable absence of indifference 

licenses the inference of utilities. Another response therefore consists in 

doctoring a single optimum in re for each closed context and attributing all of 

the remaining rational indeterminacy to a straightforward lack of information 

on the part of the deciding agent. For de Finetti, equal cases are “only cases 

that differ in respects that are either unknown or causally unrelated to their 

happening.”
14

 Such unknown differences allow one to brush aside challenges 

to the univocity assumption.  

 The inherent shortcomings of measurements provide a ready asylum 

for the presumed impossibility of preferential symmetries, as many (or most) 

of the differences that could move an agent to prefer one option over another 

fall below a threshold of discernment. Given that minuscule differences in the 

weight of soup cans go undetected at point-of-purchase by a human ceteris 

paribus, one (fairly unsubtle) way to safeguard the univocity assumption is to 

interrupt a customer midway and inform her that the selection she was about 

to make is in point of fact less desirable, say, on account of its slightly lesser 

weight. However, not only would such an intervention doctor the situation in a 

question-begging way, it would violate the normal phenomenology of the 

event and thereby relinquish the claim that what is being modeled is the actual 

decision-making process of the agent(s). 

 The point can be stated in a methodological key. Regardless of one’s 

stance on the question of complete preferential symmetries, decision theory 

can hope to yield verdicts only if the alternatives, expected utilities, and 

predicted probabilities are kept finite and constant. All parties to the debate 

agree that the input data must at some point be frozen into place, at least for a 

given time-slice. To be sure, the social scientist or economist can always leave 

the observation booth, as it were, and actively intervene in the situation under 

scrutiny. Doing so, however, would contaminate the results on any gloss. So, 

while it can certainly be interesting to complicate an experimental design by 

allowing for a transparent feedback loop that permits agents to revise their 

forecast of a contingent future in the light of new third-person information 

about their conduct,
15

 the difficulty I am interested in is that which remains 

once all of these bells and whistles have been added. In other words, a 

supermarket customer can be informed of the weight of competing soup cans 

to as many decimal points as an experimenter wishes, but the relevant 

                                                           
14 Ibid., p. 177. 

 
15 For an account of rational choice in the face of changing expected utilities, see 

Edward F. McClennen, Rationality and Dynamic Choice: Foundational Explorations 

(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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situation emerges when the quantitative match is perfect or she simply stops 

caring, whichever comes first. 

 It could perhaps be replied on behalf of the interventionist strategy 

that, all other things being equal, an agent would want to know as many 

decimal points as possible. After all, charity recommends that we try to 

maximize the rationality of the agent whose antics we are interpreting.
16

 

According to what may be termed ideal conditions theory, “[i]f we have any 

reason to think that the agent is operating with partial or misleading 

information . . . then we should not take the choices that they make as 

revealing their ‘genuine’ preferences.”
17

 Isaac Levi expresses this same idea 

when he writes that “failure to live up to the commitment is excusable insofar 

as it is due to lack of memory and computational capacity or to emotional 

disturbance,” such that ascriptions of irrationality or incoherence “ought to be 

reserved for those who persist in violating logical closure even in the absence 

of such excuses.”
18

 Hence, on this view, if one happens to choose the lighter 

soup can, one is not “knowingly” going against the calculus of her utilities. 

The difficulty with this seemingly benign gloss, however, is that 

agents always operate with partial information and imperfect circumstances 

(as any philosophical skeptic will gladly demonstrate). This is problematic, 

since there is no standard by which to gauge when to halt the data-gathering. 

By searching for further facts, descriptive accounts of human decision can 

thus covertly partake in the intolerance of undecidability. 

 Faced with this, one might insist that “we should seek to narrow the 

gap between commitment and performance by improving the technologies 

which enhance our reasoning and computational capacities.”
19

 I agree that it is 

generally laudable to foster one’s rational skills. It is debatable, though, 

whether a lack of preference for two identical soup cans betokens a lapse in 

reason. To be sure, one can stipulate that preferential symmetries are to be 

taken as a sign to harvest more informational grist for the rational mill. Yet, 

“[g]iven a rule or a requirement, we can ask whether you ought to follow it, or 

whether you have a reason to do so.”
20

 Even if we accept for the sake of the 

argument that rationality is “a medal of honor bestowed upon certain decision 

makers by decision theorists,”
21

 it is not clear why an agent should receive 

                                                           
16 Dagfinn Føllesdal, “The Status of Rationality Assumptions in Interpretation and in 

the Explanation of Action,” Dialectica 36, no. 4 (1982), pp. 301–16. 

 
17 José Luis Bermúdez, Decision Theory and Rationality (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2009), p. 57. 

 
18 Isaac Levi, “Possibility and Probability,” Erkenntnis 31, nos. 2–3 (1989), p. 366. 

 
19 Ibid., p. 367. 

 
20 John Broome, “Is Rationality Normative?” Disputatio 2, no. 23 (2007), p. 162. 

 
21 Itzhak Gilboa, Rational Choice (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010), p. 6. 
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demerit points for being genuinely perplexed (and/or breaking with her 

symmetrical preferences “just because”). 

 

c. Positing sub-personal influences 

 Another way to protect univocity is to hold that the minute 

discrepancies of available options are not consciously accessible but 

nevertheless exert a “subliminal” force on agents. In essence, one can tip the 

utilities, unbeknownst to the decider. 

 Despite criticizing decision theory for being narrower in scope than 

typically assumed, Jon Elster succumbs to this strategy. There are many 

moments in Elster’s critique of standard accounts where the need for a novel 

non-rational element suggests itself, yet he opts to pursue explanations that do 

not challenge a stimulus-response model. He observes, for instance, that even 

when a situation is such as to present an agent with several equally weighed 

options that leave no room for rational choice, the agent will nonetheless 

retain the power “at least to ‘pick’ one of the options.”
22

 Since countenancing 

such a faculty has far-reaching implications, Elster effectively dodges the 

commitment by introducing more environmental factors like “perceptual 

salience or some other value-neutral feature of the situation [that] led to one 

option rather than another being ‘picked’.”
23

 In this way, sub-personal 

influences are posited in order to avoid the potentially unnerving implications 

of recognizing a different kind of decision-making power. 

 Such an appeal misunderstands Ullmann-Margalit and 

Morgenbesser’s original notions, insofar as Elster cannot add a “causal 

supplement” without adulterating “picking” and transforming it into a 

“choosing.” It is as if, upon noticing the plain fact that the ass in Buridan’s 

example will nevertheless choose one source of food, the philosopher 

uncomfortable with challenging determinist models of the mind would prefer 

invoking the time of day that bestowed on one sunlit bowl a perceptual 

salience, rather than positing some causa sui (“self-caused”) capacity. One 

can always add epicycles to save a theory. It is debatable, though, whether 

calling on situational minutia to break Buridan’s stalemate is more plausible 

than accepting a supplementary faculty like picking, which most subjects 

would likely report possessing.
24

 

 It could be argued that the very idea of unknown utilities is suspect 

or incoherent, because genuine agency requires an ability to give reasons for 

                                                                                                                              
 
22 Jon Elster, “The Nature and Scope of Rational-Choice Explanations,” in Actions and 

Events: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, ed. LePore and 

McLaughlin, pp. 65–66. 

 
23 Ibid., p. 66. 

 
24 Balaguer, Free Will as an Open Scientific Problem, pp. 89-91. 
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what one does.
25

 Unless one wants to convert decisions into mere bodily 

happenings, unknown utilities cannot be unknowable utilities.
26

 In any event, 

the proponent of sub-personal influences is in need of an argument to show 

why and how something inaccessible to consciousness can nonetheless 

contribute to tilting the balance of an agent’s decision. Such a claim is 

notoriously difficult to establish (think of the many posits of Freudian 

psychoanalysis). 

This is not to deny the existence and causal efficacy of “subliminal” 

influences, for which there is undoubtedly experimental support. However, 

invoking the possible presence of such influences is a plausible strategy only 

in some situations. If injected into the situation of perfect balance that 

concerns me, it constitutes a change of topic. 

Those worried about manipulative marketers (or well-meaning 

“nudgers”) would do well to consider that, since the problem at hand is a 

general one, an agent could in principle be frozen before soup cans of the 

same brand, which would hardly be conducive to purchase. In other words, 

subliminal pulls could conceivably tug an agent evenly in opposing directions, 

jointly prompting incompatible courses of action with an equal degree of 

psychological force. 

 In a perfect preferential symmetry, the machinery of rationality is 

brought to a standstill because the set of options it confronts are deprived of 

any ordinality. In a bid to restore mock preferences, the subliminal retort 

posits a causal story but plunges it into murky waters, with the convenient 

assumption that there must be some account to be told in this regard—only 

we’ll never know it. I fail to see how this appeal is more epistemologically 

responsible or ontologically parsimonious than countenancing an ability 

simply to “pick” in a subset of cases. 

 

d. Bunching the options 

 We have now seen a variety of ways to protect the univocity 

assumption and explain away the troublesome prospect of confronting 

preferential symmetries. All of those responses have important flaws. Hence, 

instead of privileging analysis and increasing the pixellation to something 

more fine-grained, one could privilege synthesis and reduce the pixellation to 

something coarser-grained. Elster mentions that “one might redefine the 

choice situation by bunching the top-ranked alternatives into a single 

                                                           
25 See, for example, the cluster of views presented by Chauncey Maher in The 

Pittsburgh School of Philosophy: Sellars, McDowell, Brandom (New York: Routledge, 

2012). 

 
26 Interestingly, when they address the topic of subliminal influences, Richard H. 

Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein require that institutional “choice architects” be prepared to 

give (presumably persuasive) reasons for the selections they privilege. See their 

Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 2008), pp. 244–45. 
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option.”
27

 The idea, in sum, is that “If I am indifferent between a red umbrella 

and a blue umbrella, but prefer both to a raincoat, the choice becomes 

determinate once we have bunched the first two options as ‘an umbrella.’”
28

 

 Perhaps, but then this raises the following question: Why bunch these 

specifically? One might just as easily redefine the choice situation so that 

umbrellas and raincoats jointly become a single option, say, “Items that 

protect one from the rain.” For the bunching proposal to go through, one 

would need a principled criterion for why the discrimination of alternatives 

should be blurred at specific categorization boundaries and not others. It 

simply won’t do to say that the differently colored umbrellas are, as a class, 

preferred over the raincoat. The predicament is not that an agent stands before 

undifferentiated umbrellas and is plagued by (“akratic”) failure to act in 

accordance with her preference for them. Rather, the situation is 

philosophically interesting (and problematic) precisely because she fully 

notices the distinction in color yet nevertheless remains patently indifferent to 

it. 

 In a sense, the bunching strategy attempts to treat macroscopic 

differences as the equivalent of unnoticed differences. Minute differences are 

indeed bunched, but in such cases the preferential indifference stems from a 

straightforward cognitive ignorance. It is platitudinous to say that one does not 

care about the complementary class of things one knows nothing of.
29

 Hence, 

for the bunching strategy to succeed, it has to accord with the actual 

experiential situation of the agent, and therefore must acknowledge that the 

agent is indifferent with regard to two options, not one. Otherwise, one could 

just as well “bunch” a grocery store as a whole, since it is clearly preferred 

over starvation. Needless to say, that would not be very helpful. A rewrite into 

one “option” will thus remain ineffectual unless it can be shown to be more 

than merely ad hoc. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 Factually, paralysis of action is not a pervasive phenomenon. This is 

either because (i) the utilities one assigns to two or more options can never be 

balanced or because (ii) thanks to some non-rational faculty (say, the will), we 

would not be stuck even if those utilities were perfectly counterpoised. Having 

looked at four untenable responses, it becomes apparent that (i) is often just a 

dogma and (ii) is by no means a silly position. 

                                                           
27 Elster, “The Nature and Scope of Rational-Choice Explanations,” p. 66. 

 
28 Ibid. For an example of this maneuver, see Hans-Hermann Hoppe, “A Note on 

Preference and Indifference in Economic Analysis,” The Quarterly Journal of Austrian 

Economics 8, no. 4 (2005), pp. 90–91. 

 
29 See the discussion of neutral valences in Marc Champagne, “Axiomatizing Umwelt 

Normativity,” Sign Systems Studies 39, no. 1 (2011), pp. 45–47. 
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A table of alternatives and probabilities, whatever the complexity of 

the resultant grid, is a fairly benign construction. Moreover, standard accounts 

of rational choice openly omit to discuss where the input utilities come from. 

Hence, Ullmann-Margalit and Morgenbesser conclude that “we pick or we 

choose as the case may be; but as to our utilities or values themselves, to the 

extent they can be thought to be selected at all, they can only be picked.”
30

 If 

it does not matter where the agent’s elected preferences come from, I do not 

think it should create a kerfuffle to acknowledge that, once refined in 

accordance with the canons of rationality, these utilities still allow for causa 

sui actions. Endorsing a threefold menu of utilities, indifference, and will, the 

observable absence of indifference no longer licenses the inference of tacit 

utilities.
31

 

 

                                                           
30 Ullmann-Margalit and Morgenbesser, “Picking and Choosing,” p. 783. 

 
31 I would like to thank Muhammad Ali Khalidi, Mathieu Doucet, Susan Dimock, and 

audience members at the 2012 meeting of the Canadian Philosophical Association for 

feedback on an earlier version of this article. 

 



EXPERIENCE AND LIFE AS EVER-PRESENT CONSTRAINTS
ON KNOWLEDGE

MARC CHAMPAGNE

Abstract: This essay argues that acknowledging the existence of mind-independent
facts is a matter of vital importance, in that acquiescence before the layout of the
world is something demanded of knowing agents from the most elementary
empirical deliverance to the most abstract construct. Building on the idea that
normativity requires the presence of more than one option to choose from, the
essay shows how the cessation of one’s life is the disjunctive alternative of any
experiential episode. This much has been missed, it argues, because of a general-
ized failure to appreciate how even the simplest atomic contents embroil their
subjects in acts of assent. Its account thus casts a new light on relativism and
skepticism, revealing them to be provisional luxuries supported only by the cog-
nitive labor of others.

Keywords: normativity, objectivity, experience, life, givenness, knowledge, percep-
tion, reasons, epistemology, empiricism, justification, atomism, relativism,
skepticism.

Visible nature is all plasticity and indifference, a multiverse, as one might call it,
and not a universe. To such a harlot we owe no moral allegiance. . . .
—William James, “Is Life Worth Living?” (1895, 10)

[A]nyone who believes that the laws of physics are mere social conventions is
invited to try transgressing those conventions from the windows of my apart-
ment. I live on the twenty-first floor.
—Alan Sokal, Beyond the Hoax (2008, 94)

Introduction

A sizable portion of the Western philosophic tradition is concerned with
the idea of objective knowledge. Yet, what is objectivity, and why should
anybody take its pursuit seriously? Addressing the former question,
Robert Brandom has identified what he calls the “rational constraint
constraint”—that is, “to make intelligible how perceptual experience
embodies the way the world imposes not merely causal, but rational
constraints on thinking” (1998, 369). The influence of Wilfrid Sellars’s
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(1963, 127–96) critique of the “myth” of the Given is unmistakable here
(see Koons 2004). As I understand it, though, the constraint enunciated by
Brandom can and should be read in both directions, that is, to make
intelligible how experience, properly construed, comprises not merely dis-
cursive but causal considerations as well. Only by nontrivially incorporat-
ing both aspects, I submit, can one do justice to the very idea of
“imposition” (or “constraint,” for that matter). Short of this, one runs the
risk of espousing an account that either renders the very concept of
knowledge implausibly mechanical or details sundry rules of cut and parry
that fail to show in a noncircular way why these should be binding, insofar
as “[g]iven a rule or a requirement, we can ask whether you ought to
follow it, or whether you have a reason to do so” (Broome 2007, 162).

In an attempt to break past this false choice and articulate a philo-
sophic motivation for taking the very idea of objectivity seriously, I want
to essay a conception that better captures empirical knowledge’s hybrid
causal-cum-discursive nature. I will portray knowledge as acquiescence
before coercive situations that do not admit of any alternative (save one’s
death), and will argue that the discursive space that characterizes complex
societal contexts, far from being the stuff of warrant, is what makes
possible deviations from this biological default. On this view, the
conditionality of life coupled with experience renders the attainment of
some measure of knowledge literally unavoidable.

The angle here will not be “Darwinian”: I am not concerned with how
a species qua natural kind cannot ignore its surroundings on pain of not
being fruitful and multiplying (although I will say a few words in that
direction at the close of the essay). Rather, my focus is on why even a
single individual has no choice but to know the world—be it in a lifetime,
a year, or even a singular moment. Carrying out this inquiry means that
my methods will be more a priori (I will largely eschew the common
exegetic approach, engaging instead in genuine philosophical reflection).
Of course, providing a tenable account at the scale of the individual
subject reinforces the macroscopic induction that evolutionary fitness
speaks heavily in favor of epistemological realism.

Inserting an Overlooked Possibility

I want to begin by considering a situation that—though admittedly con-
trived for argumentative purposes—nicely captures the locus of my con-
cerns. Instance a person standing on a railroad track. There are large brick
walls behind and to one side of her, forming an L-shaped barrier. As a
train comes rushing toward her, she can either stay put and die, or she can
move over to the one side unobstructed by a wall and live. Now, the
philosophical question I want to ask is: Supposing she moves out of the
way, does she subsequently have a bona fide reason to support what she
has done? In other words, is the situation so constituted that it provides
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her with full-fledged rational justification—or does the impoverished array
of alternatives she faced supply her only with exculpation? The situation is
philosophically interesting because it seems to admit of only one possible
alternative, such that the term “alternative” becomes something of a
misnomer. The issue, then, is whether this sort of situation can furnish an
agent with a justification that is properly epistemic.

The precise terms of my example are dialectically unimportant; what
matters is the extremely limited menu of options. The person on the track
is, quite literally, cornered. Her train of thought is suddenly coerced by her
worldly environment into taking a certain direction—in this case a step
sideways. What we have here, in essence, is a case of what the novel and
movie The Godfather immortalized as “an offer you can’t refuse.” In other
words, “choose” to do such and such—or die. That’s arguably a peculiar
sort of “choice” (in decision theory, this situation is referred to as
“Hobson’s choice,” after a man who would allow his horse-renting clients
to choose only the horse nearest the stable door). Even so, careful reflec-
tion shows that we experience analogous events on a daily basis. I may not
want the phone to ring, but—without prior warning and with or without
my consent—it does; and in any attempt at denying this I have no choice
but to take note of its ringing. The epistemological bone of contention,
then, is whether such coercive empirical happenings can supply us with
“knowledge” in the demanding sense of the term, or whether such cases
are too coarse and primitive to enter into what Sellars called “the logical
space of reasons.”

Suppose that the person in the example opts to dodge the incoming
train by stepping over to the only side available to her. As she stands
safely removed from the ensuing wreck, her heart is still pounding, but
from a cognitive standpoint the event has been thoroughly domesticated.
The shocking sense of surprise, short-lived and prompted from without,
has now been categorized and stored in memory. What is the normative
status of the in absentia representation she now entertains? Specifically,
is she warranted in thinking “I had a reason to move out of the
way”—or is she limited to thinking “I had no choice but to move out of
the way”? Although there is no sharp boundary delineating the domain
of the ethical within the more broadly normative, the dilemma I want to
call attention to here should be read in an epistemological key. In short,
the question is what to make of the seventeenth-century poet Samuel
Butler’s lines “He that complies against his will, / Is of his own opinion
still.”

Many current philosophers would argue that such situations provide
an agent with exculpation only. John McDowell—a prominent follower of
Sellars—notes that “[a]ccording to the Myth of the Given, the obligation
to be responsibly alive to the dictates of reason lapses when we come to the
ultimate points of contact between thinking and reality” (2002, 42).
Rejecting this view, McDowell holds that “the Given is a brute effect of
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the world, not something justified by it” (42). The idea here is that the
Given’s causal “brutality,” while it may have a role in the genesis of
thoughts, nevertheless prevents it from ever contributing to the justifica-
tion of knowledge.

We can better compass what motivates this claim by closely examining
the idea that knowledge is a normative commodity. Normativity, in its
most basic sense, seems to involve a selection among alternatives, bestow-
ing a certain weight upon some things at the expense of others. In the
ethical sphere, this triage pertains to actions deemed “good” or “bad.”
Epistemological normativity, on the other hand, manifests itself most
saliently in the aspiration to sort out the “true” from the “false,” the
“warranted” from the “unwarranted,” and so on. In all these cases,
normativity requires a minimum of two classes in which to sift the objects
appraised. The possible outlets can be still higher in number, but for one
to be able to make a judgment, a minimum of two alternatives must be
present, otherwise there is simply nothing to be right or wrong about. In
sum, normativity requires that an agent select among two or more dis-
juncts and/or arrange these in an ordered set. Schematically, then, we can
say that the following is the most primitive condition under which
normativity can unfold (the informal rendering is by no means intended to
square with the canons of symbolic logic):

[hold that P] or [hold that not-P (Q, R, S, etc.)]

Here, there is an alternative between two (or more) contents.
Now, consider the peculiar case of the Given. The Given, by definition,

would be a content that the mind cannot refuse. In such a case, something
is presumably known to be thus, and such knowledge could not be other-
wise. There is no room for choice, no room for evasion; one’s stream of
consciousness is directed in a certain way—and that is all. Through some
worldly impetus originating outside the purview of one’s volitional
control, perceptual experience is simply letting one know that P, whether
one likes it or not. We can render this predicament as follows:

[hold that P]

Here, there is one content and no alternative.
According to a standard empiricist account, the mind can be, is, and

should be connected to the world in this way. Of course, such a state
would effectively foreclose the possibility of any misalignment between the
mind and the world (hence its attractiveness to the epistemologist). But if
we try to intelligibly express why we have come to know what has been
forcefully delivered to us, the best we can do is plead the seventh clause of
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus (1961), stay mum on the issue, and/or have
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recourse to mute ostension. In other words, it is simply Given to me that
way, and I just don’t have a choice to take notice of it as such. See?

Although proponents of Givenness countenance this sort of situation
as the baseline of knowledge in theory, they typically maintain that a
corrupting influence intervenes in practice. Historically, one of the more
popular culprits in this regard has been the idea that the human mind is
cluttered by all sorts of superfluous psychological noise and inferential
imperfections, a large portion of which purportedly comes prepackaged
with one’s automated mastery of a natural language. What is needed,
according to this gloss, is a regimented system of symbolism that would
sift out these inessentials, so as to link up with its referential domain via
demonstratives. To secure objective knowledge, according to this view, is
to travel the open book of nature with a sensory apparatus and a well-
chosen posse of syntactic connectives, so as to broker authoritative
encounters with discrete parcels of the Given. Epistemology thus becomes
mainly a subtractive endeavor—a question of trimming representations
until a point of direct contact with the world is reached. To be sure, one
may err higher up in the chain of abstractions, thought, and language. But
since experience is so constituted that it can force one to grasp a given
content, objective knowledge is not a chimera and is in principle possible.

Yet, as we have just seen, there are good grounds for discounting an
atomic content from the realm of epistemology altogether. For if an
agent were to give his assent to the P of the alternative-free scenario, the
ensuing judgment would be completely indiscernible from his dissent,
which would also register as P. Call this “the argument from lack of
alternatives” (although there is a surface kinship here with some discus-
sions in ethics after Frankfurt 1969, the respective issues addressed should
not be confused).

As I noted, a lack of alternatives can be glossed as a strength, because
it precludes error. Yet, since in either case one is cornered into thinking
that P, any subsequent claim of rational warrant is, for all intents and
purposes, nullified. The argument from lack of alternatives thus holds
that the content cannot constitute an argument, since the “conclusion”
would double as a “premise,” thereby collapsing any inferential derivation
(using the jargon of decision theory, we could say the unary “option” in
Hobson’s choice spikes the relevant utility to an asymptotic maximum,
generating a strange sort of strict dominance). In light of knowledge’s
normative status, “offers one can’t refuse” fall outside the ambit of
justificatory relations, and thus rationality.

As far as I can see, this consequence follows directly from the concep-
tion of the Given as depicted above. Hence, I readily grant that something
unary could never be the object of a normative appraisal. I want to argue,
however, that knowledge at its most primitive is not “unary” in the sense
accepted by proponents of Givenness but rather presents itself to any
knowing agent as a binary alternative.
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To begin to see what I mean by this, let us return to the theme of an
offer one cannot refuse. Consider once again the person cornered into
side-stepping an oncoming train. It seems fair to say that she was coerced
by her environment into taking that direction and that, since normativity
requires the presence of at least two alternatives, the situation generated
an outcome devoid of any epistemic value—“a brute effect of the world,”
McDowell called it. Yet, is it really correct to say that there was but a
single alternative here, such that “moving to the side” becomes a non-
negotiable singleton? It is understandable that we should view the situa-
tion this way, since remaining put would have resulted in her certain
death. However, is not this gruesome fate also a genuine alternative, one
that—despite its unattractiveness—is on par with that of the dodge qua
possibility?

The emotive charges attached to these respective options exhibit a
salient inequality, so pronounced that the negative party propels one
almost necessarily to the happier side. One must nevertheless guard
against letting this polarized bias rewrite the logically prior state whence
it arises. In other words, one must not let the option of death recede into
an unmarked obscurity. The person’s demise remains as legitimate an
option as her dodging the incoming train. In fact, it is only because that
repellent possibly truly exists that its alternative is deemed extremely
compelling.

Here, then, are my two central claims regarding the nature of knowl-
edge: In every instance where the world makes itself known to the mind, there
are only two alternatives; namely, acquiescence or death. And since the
world is always making itself known, that disjunction is ever-present. Put
another way, what I am urging is that a thinking agent declines to accept
“offers he can’t refuse” only at his own peril qua living animal. As I see it,
if the objective representation of the world by the mind is a legitimate
theoretical concern, then there is no way to circumvent the fact that the
unary situation depicted in the formula “hold that P” (full stop) begins too
low, and the brochette of alternatives between P and another content
begins too high. Accordingly, I submit that only the situation captured by
this next formula can do justice to the idea of objective knowledge without
destroying it:

[hold that P] or [stop living]

Here, there is one content but also a genuine alternative.
I agree that a situation devoid of alternatives is too impoverished to

count as knowledge. That said, I also think the model traditionally posed
as a competitor—which involves two or more contents to select from—is
too lush to bar the possibility of evasion. Hence, I am introducing a third
option, which (a) avoids the argument from lack of alternatives yet (b) still
involves a single content.
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The intent here is to incorporate worldly friction at the most elementary
level—instead of having to append it farther downstream by artificial
means. Since a philosophic conception stands or falls on the basic vari-
ables and constants it countenances, the picture I propose makes allow-
ances for a strong external constraint on thinking from the very start. The
moment one endorses this picture, there is no longer any possibility that
relativism might creep up at some point and leave the mind radically
disconnected from the world. On this view, it is not well-received argu-
mentative prowess or “score-keeping mastery” (e.g., Brandom 1994) in a
refined space of reasons that constitutes the arbiter of true and false
knowledge claims. Rather, if what I have said is correct, normativity arises
bottom-up from the finite character of life as such.

To be sure, since there is a legitimate disjunction in the third option I
have put forth, a rational animal retains the ability to “Refuse” what it is
“Given”—just as one can defiantly say no to the godfather’s sardonic
“offer.” So, there is still a very thin element of freedom involved (which
one could term “voluntarist”). What would the rejection afforded by that
freedom look like? How can one both stand before the incoming flood of
experience and obstinately spurn its incontrovertible command to accept
what it dictates? The question can be recast as a take-home phenomeno-
logical experiment: How can one have a spoonful of relish in one’s mouth
and Refuse the taste it Gives? I believe there is an overlooked answer to
this. We the living may not be able to deny the contents continuously
provided by our experiential engagement with the world, but a corpse can
pull the remarkable feat of both having pickled relish in its mouth and not
tasting it. The uppercase notion of the “Given,” then, has a neglected
technical antonym: “Refusal” with a capital R—and it consists in the
cessation of one’s life. However, until and unless a thinking agent is willing
to surrender that privilege which is her embodied life, I contend that the
“Given,” far from being an impotent “myth,” is an input that must be
“Accepted.”

Simplicity and Complexity

Some qualifications are now in order. If all there was to epistemology was
this choice to Accept the Given, there would be no need for an elaborate
theory of knowledge helping us better partition the true and the false.
Supposing the presence of a nonvanishing and univocal supply of proxi-
mal stimuli, the distal configuration of the world would be wholly
untendentious. Error and subjectivity would be the problem of the dead
and would not, by definition, affect the living, for the very fact that one
would be alive would entail that one Accepted all the contents forcefully
put before one’s mind up to that point. It would be an empiricist Garden
of Eden, and there would be no possible misalignment between one’s
representations and the layout of the world as it really stands.
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Certainly, the lottery of experiential exposure would vary from one
agent to another, with the result that individual stores of knowledge would
differ. There would thus be a need for schools and shared language to help
each profit from the experiences of others. Still, humanity would be
running around on an epistemological “shopping spree” without end. The
book of nature would be open for all to read; all would be born literate,
and—presuming a firm commitment to continued life—the only remain-
ing issue would be how to take in as much of the landscape of the world
as possible in one lifetime.

This, of course, is pure fantasy. However, as recently as the positiv-
ists’ Unified Science Movement, this picture has been sufficiently moti-
vated to captivate the programmatic aspirations of very serious thinkers
(the utopian ideal itself can be traced back as far as Pythagoras and
Plato, but the rationalist view of the senses as an impediment to true
knowledge spoils the inclusion). So, what’s wrong with the picture? If it
is indeed motivated to a certain degree, why does it not bear out in point
of fact? The chief reason, as far as I can see, is that the choice to Accept
the Given and live is a necessary but not sufficient condition of knowl-
edge. In other words, the normative selection of alternatives does not
cease the moment one has chosen to live. Such an Acceptance of empiri-
cal inputs marks the beginning of objectivity, not its end. If we are to
understand why that is, we must not look to any inherent flaw in the
crooked timber of language or humankind. Rather, we must look to the
world’s complexity.

According to the standard empiricist view previously canvassed,
knowledge is a matter of trimming excess representations until a point of
direct contact with the world is reached. However, this attempt to secure
knowledge by pruning it to its most authoritative episodes only makes
sense if a corresponding ontology of atomic kernels is in the offing. Hence,
a standard philosophical reflex would have us analyze complex objects
and events in such a way that we can handle them one atomic bite at a
time. I want to distance myself from this approach. According to the view
I am urging, there is nothing inherently problematic about the fact that
knowledge of the world is akin to a mosaic and requires the joint collabo-
ration of many experiences. That said, against the relativist, I hold that the
world supplies a limit to the sort of interpretative leeway one can engage
in. That is because the right-hand disjunct of the third formula that says
“stop living” never goes away, such that even when more than one content
is available, death remains a legitimate option.

Of course, if the mind was a spectator seated in a one-seat theater and
forced at the point of a gun to nod in assent before some giant P projected
in front of it, this much would be obvious, and there wouldn’t be any
controversy about knowledge. As things stand, though, the world’s com-
plexity allows humans to go about representing that domain in more than
one way, thereby fostering forgetfulness about what is and is not for us to
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decide. A great many things may therefore have to occur before we even
suspect that a long string of representations does not in fact constitute
genuine knowledge. Nevertheless, regardless of the complexity involved,
discursive spontaneity has its limits, and the world’s force will seep
through even the thickest wall of books (the most telling examples in this
regard are erroneous socioeconomic theories that take decades to be mani-
festly falsified).

We know from everyday life that the world manages to instruct us in an
informative way about how it is constituted, and it behooves us as phi-
losophers to produce a sensible account of how this is so. Thus, to the
extent that one carries analysis to the point of a single content, one is
justified in asking how the resulting conception can in fact support the
inquiry’s mundane point of departure. Yet, we must never lose sight of the
fact that a reduction has taken place when we reach such a level, and that
it is we as theorists who are responsible for its making. Reflection upon
reduced models may come to see the experiential stream as composed of
myriad confrontations between agency and imposed worldly contents, but
it certainly is not lived as such (Merleau-Ponty 1974), so it is a planned
exercise in conceptual deliberation that attains such an explanation. Con-
sequently, I am not assuming the need for any sort of mysterious recom-
bination of contents, much less do I propose to somehow orchestrate the
emergence of language-compatible intelligibility by means of a factitious
notational apparatus. From the standpoint I have espoused in the fore-
going, talk of having to construct our familiar surroundings from abstract
models gets things the wrong way around.

Tossing the Skeptic/Relativist off a Building

I have argued in this essay that knowing, at its most basic, is acquies-
cence before an offer one cannot refuse. I have motivated this claim by
contrasting three primitive depictions—two established, one novel—of
the mind’s empirical encounter with the world. At the price of betraying
everyday phenomenology with artificiality, I have carried my inquiry to
knowledge’s outermost empirical frontier to see how far one can go
without losing some minimal sense of normativity—some sense of
“getting it right” as opposed to merely “getting it.” The exercise has
revealed that we are constantly presented with an alternative by the
world: “Know me or perish.” This disjunction does not occur only
under exceptional circumstances—in fact, it is happening right now.
Thus, it can be flipped into the more optimistic conjunction “Know me
and live.”

It may be asked in closing: If this indeed characterizes the central
place of knowledge in the human condition, how is it that the epistemo-
logical project of developing canonical principles that lead us to greater
alignment with the world is time and time again viewed with incredulity
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(e.g., Rorty 1979)? In short, would not the philosophic commitments of
relativists or skeptics ipso facto condemn them to the status of endangered
species? Although my remarks will have to remain programmatic, I want
to answer this legitimate query with a fable.

Imagine a person falling from a tall building. Suppose that the person’s
life expectancy lies somewhere in the range of eighty years or so, and that
the edifice in question is of such a height that it would take 120 years of
constant plummeting to actually reach ground level. Given these param-
eters, it is possible that a falling person could spend his entire existence
unaware of his morbid fate. In fact, were he to read a book informing him
of his situation, he would likely laugh the matter away. Having long ago
domesticated whatever vertigo might have perchance ensued from his fall,
he might scoff at talk of a “ground floor” forcefully making its presence
known. Supposing a strong theoretical bend, he might even find the time
to write books of his own, developing a sophisticated philosophic position
called “free-floatism.” The doctrine could even gain adherents who,
leaping in their turn, would happily seek to confirm for themselves the
cogency of those teachings.

Now, suppose the building were shortened such that it takes only a year
to travel down its length in free fall. All other things being equal, this
curtailment would have serious repercussions for the doctrine of the free-
floatist. The plausibility of his creed, we could say, feeds on building
height: the taller the structure, the more credible the theory. I contend that
a similar relation holds between human spontaneity and complexity: the
greater the complexity one is immersed in, the greater leeway one has in
how one represents it. The difficulty, however, is that the complexity we
live in often exceeds our ability to detect the world’s contribution with any
obviousness (especially when living in an economically developed society).
Still, objectivity requires acquiescence before facts that remain what they
are with or without our humble assent, such that the discursive space that
characterizes complex societal contexts—far from being the stuff of
epistemological warrant—is what renders possible deviations from this
default.

Of course, there are those who, upon hearing these arguments, would
ignore the realist message they are intended to convey, latch onto the
insistence that the baseline is always already complex, and attempt to
shave off the pestering disjunction that makes knowing the world a matter
of vital importance. That such can be done—and done with impunity—is
a sociological fact I cannot dispute. But this only highlights how an
adequate conception of knowledge raises indelible ethical and political
concerns. For if learned persons can spend their life meandering through
their society’s complexity while preaching that objective knowledge is
impossible, it is only because a sufficient number of their fellow citizens
routinely acquiesce before what is in point of fact unavoidable, and choose
to act accordingly.
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Poinsot versus Peirce on Merging with Reality by Sharing a Quality

Abstract
C. S. Peirce introduced the term “icon” for sign-vehicles that 
signify their objects in virtue of some shared quality. This 
qualitative kinship, however, threatens to collapse the relata 
of the sign into one and the same thing. Accordingly, the late-
medieval philosopher of signs John Poinsot held that, “no matter 
how perfect, a concept [...] always retains a distinction, therefore, 
between the thing signified and itself signifying.” Poinsot is 
touted by his present-day advocates as a realist, but I believe 
that, judged by realist standards, his requirement of minimal 
dissimilarity backfires. Poinsot thinks that, in analyzing the sign, 
we should stop before a full merger between sign-vehicle and 
object is reached. Peirce, by contrast, saw good reason to push 
the analysis all the way down to one isolated quality. Because such 
a qualitative merger can lend support to realism, I favour Peirce’s 
stance.

Keywords
Iconicity, Representation, Similarity, Quality, Difference.

“Of course thought can be distanced from the world by being 
false, but there is no distance from the world implicit in the very 
idea of thought.”

(John McDowell, Mind and World, 2002: 27)

1. Introduction2

In 1632 Spain, John Poinsot (religious name John of St. Thomas) published 
an advanced textbook, the Artis Logicae Prima et Secunda Pars. Given the 
decline of Aristotelian logic, interest in that work has long since waned. 
However, Poinsot also included in that textbook a detailed discussion of 
signs. Given the rise of semiotics, that portion of his work is attracting 
growing attention – so much so that a new hardcover bilingual edition of 
Poinsot’s Tractatus de Signis was published in 2013.

Bold claims are being made about that work. Poinsot, some say, is the 
antidote to the scepticism of Descartes (Deely 2008) and the idealism 
of Kant (Furton 1997). Poinsot is not just supposed to add one more 

1 University of Helsinki; gnosiology@hotmail.com
2 Earlier versions were presented at the American Philosophical Association and the 

University of Toronto’s Centre for Medieval Studies. I want to thank Douglas Rasmussen, 
Joshua Mugg, Jason Breen, Abigail Klassen, Alberto Richards, as well as anonymous 
reviewers and editors of Versus. I am especially grateful to Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen for his 
support and friendship. This article is a sequel to Champagne (2014b).

0040.Marc_Champagne.indd   310040.Marc_Champagne.indd   31 25/05/15   14:2525/05/15   14:25



32 MARC CHAMPAGNE

philosophical stance to the accepted roster; rather, he is supposed to be 
a game-changer. John Deely, Poinsot’s contemporary translator, recently 
published a monograph (2009) arguing that the Tractatus de Signis can 
reshape some of the most fundamental issues in philosophy, to the point 
of rendering traditional epistemology obsolete. Such pronouncements 
demand scrutiny.

Anyone trained in mainstream philosophy will indeed notice something 
different about Poinsot’s style of inquiry. The agenda is just not the same. 
In contrast with his contemporary René Descartes, who self-consciously 
disowned his scholastic education (cf. Champagne 2008), we do not find 
in Poinsot’s Latin writings the speculative back-flips that afterwards 
became necessary to accommodate sceptical worries about large-scale 
deception. Sadly, Poinsot’s own back-flips are in the service of religious 
dogma. Still, according to Douglas Rasmussen, “if we are to get beyond 
the terms in which the current realist/antirealist debate is conducted, it is 
to Poinsot and the tradition he represents that we should go” (1992: 274). 
Semioticians who wish to see their discipline “no longer blocked by the 
persistent dualisms so widespread in cognitive science and philosophy of 
mind” (Stjernfelt 2014: 307) should therefore pay close attention.

Although the historical originality of Poinsot’s ideas has been 
questioned by some scholars (Ashworth 1988; Marmo 1987), my concern 
in this paper is not exegetic. Poinsot is touted by his present-day advocates 
as a realist. If being a realist means believing that we can know how things 
really are, then Poinsot is clearly committed to some form of realism. 
However, I am not certain that his realism is as robust as it could be. My 
worry has to do with how Poinsot treats iconicity.

If we follow C. S. Peirce and define an icon as any sign-vehicle that 
stands for its object in virtue of resembling or being like that object, then 
we encounter a tension. Because similarity is a matter of degree, we can 
imagine, at one extreme, a situation where the relata at hand resemble each 
other so completely that they are in fact one and the same. In such a case, 
it would make little sense to speak of there being a “resemblance.” The 
question in turn becomes whether semiotic theory should countenance 
such a state of unbroken unity, or whether it should make division-into-
two the most basic situation attainable. I want to make this tension of 
iconicity explicit. 

I agree that “an evaluation of Poinsot’s doctrine demands a detailed 
and patient study exposing his doctrine to a lengthy comparison with 
the formal and quasi-necessary doctrine of signs of Peirce” (Santaella 
Braga 1991: 158). The disagreement between these major figures, though 
technical, boils down to this: Poinsot thinks that, in analyzing the sign, 
we should stop at two things, before the merger between sign-vehicle and 
object is reached; whereas Peirce thinks that we should push our analysis 
all the way down to one, where there is a merger.

Because such a qualitative merger is one of the ways in which minds 
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can connect with the world (cf. Champagne 2006: 29-33), I will argue that 
a realist should favour Peirce’s stance.

2. The Tension Inherent in any Icon

Here is the problem. Whatever is going on in our heads is not an end in 
itself, at least most of the time. It seems fair to say, then, that a sizable 
portion of our mental life is directed at something other than itself. Since 
a sign is anything that stands for something else – “aliquid stat pro aliquo,” 
in the generic medieval formula (Jakobson 1979: 16) – it is appropriate to 
approach such a transaction between mind and world as a semiotic one. 
This raises two questions: When a thinking subject represents a worldly 
object in her mind, can the representation she entertains truly bear on the 
relevant object? And, if so, how?

I will assume without argument that a successful vindication of realism 
would be a good thing to have, so I will answer the first question in 
the affirmative. The next question, however, calls for a more delicate 
response. What exactly does it mean for a mental representation to bear 
truthfully on its worldly object? In other words, if signs are in the business 
of relating things, how should we construe the relation involved in cases 
of veridical representation?

Sign-vehicles can stand for their objects in three different ways: by 
conventional imputation, causal interaction, or resemblance. Focusing 
on this last kind, it was Peirce (CP 3.359-403)3 who introduced the term 
“icon” to characterize sign-vehicles that signify their objects in virtue of 
a quality shared with those objects. This qualitative kinship, however, 
makes icons a unique and potentially problematic class of signs, since it 
threatens to collapse the semiotic bond by merging the relata into one and 
the same thing. For “[s]hould the sign ever fully merge with the signified, 
it would no longer exist as a sign. [...] Since the sign is a substitution for 
another, duplication of the object into the thing itself and representation 
of the thing is impossible” (Furton 1995: 130).

Thus, in actual sign-action, twin constraints govern iconic 
representation. The relata at hand cannot be so dissimilar that they are 
radically alien from each other. Generalizing this insight, we arrive at Sir 
William Hamilton’s law of homogeneity, which states that “things most 
unlike must in some respects be like” (Runes 1980: 129). If two (or more) 
objects are seen to be similar, then the extreme case of such an experience 
would be that of a complete likeness, merging two things into one. This 
leads to a concomitant constraint, which is that a given similarity cannot 

3 References to Peirce follow the scholarly convention of giving the volume number 
of the Collected Papers, followed by the paragraph number(s) after a period. Thus, in the 
present case, “CP 3.359-403” directs one to volume 3, paragraphs 359 to 403.
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be so pronounced that it effectively collapses the relation between the 
things. Minimally, a split or hiatus must intervene for an iconic bond 
to be put to use. Accordingly, Hamilton’s law of homogeneity must be 
coupled with the law of heterogeneity, which states that “things the most 
homogeneous [or] similar [...] must in certain respects be heterogeneous 
[or] dissimilar” (Runes 1980: 126). Sign-vehicle and object must therefore 
remain existentially distinct, otherwise they melt into an undifferentiated 
unity (indices and symbols are spared this fate, insofar as both causal 
interaction and conventional association ensure the requisite rupture).4

The following can help to illustrate what is at stake. I am in this room 
right now. Yet, those surroundings are nevertheless not “in” my mind. 
The scene I am enjoying from a first-person perspective is therefore, in 
some sense, a surrogate or stand-in for the genuine article. I want to hold 
on to this truth. Nevertheless, I am not trapped in some sort of theatre 
and, so far as I can tell, the experiential display before me is an accurate 
representation of its object. At the very least, whatever speculative worries 
might cause me to doubt this would have to be imported from somewhere 
else. Indeed, if I abide by phenomenological honesty, I have to grant that 
the experiences I am enjoying are enough “like” their objects to license 
my confidence that those episodes are a sign of worldly things in a richer 
and more demanding way than my mere imputation. I do not take the 
initiative to bind a first-person spectacle with an extra-mental reality. On 
the contrary, the perceptual signs are motivated in such a way that I do 
not, by my very act of judgement, bring the likeness into being, but I 
merely add an explicit grasp to a mind-independent relation that was 
already there. However, I do not want this to mean that because I have a 
given thing before me, I own it outright. I don’t – and my non-inferential 
access to it, no matter how thorough and convincing, must never erase 
that fact. The worldly thing escapes my grasp and gaze by the fact that it 
is not me.

3. Poinsot’s Buffer

In his Tractatus de Signis, Poinsot explicitly considers this tension. The 
Thomistic tradition he aligned himself with recognized that, unless we 
make our concepts the targets of higher-order reflection, those concepts 
will efface themselves in regular experience (Dalcourt 1994: 6; Furton 

4 Peirce (CP 2.277) also subdivided icons into images, diagrams, and metaphors. 
Supposing that this subdivison holds, I am interested in the trait that binds together the 
genus, not the differentia that set apart its species. Images certainly connect better with a 
discussion of mental imagery (Dalcourt 1994). In any event, Poinsot had his subdivisons too, 
so we must guard against “making Peirce’s doctrine an absolute touchstone of the truth” 
(Santaella Braga 1991: 158). To make headway, I am letting the needs of the issue, not the 
presence of the textual sources, determine what is relevant.
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1997: 72, 121). This is because the sign-vehicles spawned by the mind 
do not work like the sign-vehicles crafted by the hand: “The squeak is 
physical sound, and the written word is ink on paper. Their signifying 
function is incidental to their physical being. But a concept does nothing 
but signify” (Wild 1947: 226; cf. Peifer 1952: 193). Yet, if one agrees with 
this, it becomes difficult to say why one should posit the contribution of 
a concept in the first place. Hence, in the course of his inquiry into “what 
conditions are required for something to be a sign” (TDS 218/29-30),5 
Poinsot comes to the conclusion that:

[T]he more a representation is one with the thing represented, the better and 
more efficacious is the representation. Yet no matter how perfect, a concept in 
us does not attain to identity with the represented, because it never attains to 
this, that it represents itself, but [always rather] another than itself, because it 
always functions as something vicarious in respect of an object; it always retains 
a distinction, therefore, between the thing signified and itself signifying. (TDS 
228/9-18)

Voicing the caveat that such differentiation does not apply to divine 
revelation (TDS 233/3-25), Poinsot is keen to point out that, in all other 
instances of semiotic mediation, iconic likeness is never complete – and 
this, as a matter of principle.

Essentially, Poinsot wants to taint similarity so that a can never stand for 
a, since the shortcut of simply contemplating a would annul the “standing 
for” relation. Call this restriction “Poinsot’s buffer.” It requires that “a 
sign must be more known and more manifest than the significate in the 
representing, so that in being and in knowable rationale it is dissimilar 
and [unequal or] subsidiary to that significate” (TDS 217/38-41).

Going over this last sentence carefully, the three criteria adopted by 
Poinsot are that, compared to its object, the sign-vehicle must be 1) more 
known (“manifestius”), 2) subordinate or less perfect (“inferius”), and 
3) dissimilar (“dissimile”). Although “the criterion that the sign be more 
known than the signified is clearly what troubles John [Poinsot]” (Furton 
1995: 126), I can see why criterion (1) would hold. The “subordination” 
in (2) seems to be a corollary of (1). However, criterion (3) is what seems 
to me misplaced.

Poinsot is widely considered a realist, but I think that, judged by realist 
standards, his requirement of minimal dissimilarity backfires. Let me now 
unpack that worry.

5 References to Poinsot follow the scholarly convention of giving the page number of 
the 2013 Deely translation, followed by the line number(s) after a slash. Thus, in the present 
case, “TDS 228/9-18” directs one to page 218, lines 29 and 30.
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4. When the Message is the Medium

Given that human minds roam across particular locations, Poinsot 
reasoned that sense impressions, which last only so long, must supply 
information that survives brief acts of delivery (cf. Marmo 1987: 117). 
Indeed, “the sense, by means of the bodily organs, receives a precise 
impression or image of the sensible qualities, which is impressed directly 
on the organs” (Pellerey 1989: 87; cf. Tweedale 1990: 36). The moment 
this happens, the mental content at hand becomes a sign of the thing(s) 
that spawned it. The transmission of contents across the various faculties 
(Fodor 1983) is thereafter sustained by forces which we would today 
describe in a neuroscientific idiom.

The possibility of tracking functional relations between sensory inputs 
and motor outputs creates a temptation to understand all cognitive 
processes solely in terms of efficient causation. In the Thomistic account, 
though, “[t]he sequence of signs from sensible reality to abstract concepts 
is founded on the validity of the Similitude and on the necessity of the 
cause-effect relation” affecting our sense organs and brain (Pellerey 1989: 
103). We can use an analogy with a seal of wax to explain how this action 
has both an iconic and indexical component. The seal and the malleable 
substance must at some point collide, so in that respect one can be taken 
as the index of the other. Still, the wax, once impressed, is an icon of the 
convex seal and can therefore continue to stand for that object even when 
detached from its original causal encounter (TDS 254/1-255/15).

There is no denying that, like the seal pressed on the wax (or the wax 
pressed on the seal?), our experience of the world involves impacts of 
sorts (Champagne 2014a). Yet, if the qualitative stand-ins that result from 
such situated impacts can also tether minds to the world, why would 
anyone committed to realism refuse the prospect of a perfect similarity?

I think that what prompts Poinsot to add his dissimile clause is 
Aquinas’ thesis that “[a]lthough it is necessary for the truth of cognition 
that the cognition answer to the thing known, still it is not necessary that 
the mode of the thing known be the same as the mode of its cognition” 
(Summa Contra Gentiles; translation by Rasmussen 1994: 417). A default 
recommendation to tease these two elements apart can certainly benefit 
inquiry in most instances. The problem, however, is that in iconicity what 
we know is precisely how we came to know it.

There is more at stake here than individual knowledge. If my semiotic 
constitution is such that I can approximate but never fully match a given 
quality (say, the taste of cilantro), then you and I can never use this quality 
to fully share our state(s) of mind (cf. O’Dea 2002: 177). Trying to achieve 
intersubjective agreement by jointly attending to evidence thus becomes 
an inherently flawed communicative strategy.

Since this would be a major concession, let us look at an influential 
semiotic theory that does make room for a complete qualitative merger.
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5. Peirce’s Merger

Charles S. Peirce did not know of John Poinsot’s writings, but he had 
a working command of the philosophical literature of the medieval 
period (Boler 2004; Beuchot and Deely 1995; Tiercelin 2006). Indeed, 
“[w]hatever agreement we find between Peirce and Poinsot is based 
upon them independently discovering the same things about the nature 
of thought-signs” (Maroosis 2003: 157-158). Peirce agrees with Poinsot 
that, since a sign stands for something else, “one and the same thing never 
represents itself; for this identity cancels the rationale of a sign” (TDS 
234/4-5). Interestingly though, Peirce differs from Poinsot by making 
room for a complete merger in what he called “Firstness,” which is the 
state one gets when one subtracts a relation between relata so as to obtain 
only a lone relatum (the term “relatum” thus becoming a misnomer).

The important idea is this: If any two objects X and Y are similar in some 
respect, then X should possess that “respect” all on its own. Hence, were Y 
to vanish, X would retain the feature that made a comparison by similarity 
possible. Obviously, this applies to Y too. Yet, when we focus only on the 
relevant quality, we make ourselves unable to ascertain whether it is X or Y 
that is the quality’s bearer. Hence, at the proper level of analysis, whatever 
makes Y and X similar to each other is indifferent to where it is found.

The core observation motivating Poinsot’s buffer remains correct: 
lack of difference robs the minimal relation (and sense of direction) that 
allows us to properly taxonomize something as a sign. But, as a logician 
specialized in cataloguing relations, Peirce recognized that the complex 
(triadic) relations involved in semiosis subsume simpler (dyadic and 
monadic) ones. Hence, there should be no logical obstacle to supposing 
some parts of the sign absent.

Most of the confusion regarding “phenomenal qualia” in philosophy 
of mind stems from the fact that such abstract deletions (Champagne 
2009) can be carried past the point of numerical distinctness – even if it 
means that, in this impoverished state, signification vanishes. A quality 
would stand for anything like it, but that potential lies dormant if all we 
have before us is the quality itself. In that regard, icons are transparent 
and opaque,6 depending on how we view the situation. This vacillating 
semiotic/non-semiotic status is rendered soluble by keeping track of 
how many things one is countenancing in a given analysis. The Peircean 
category of Firstness is meant to remind us that, with one sign-vehicle in 
complete isolation, there can be no actual sign-action.

When, for whatever reason, the stream of consciousness which 
associates one thought to another ceases and is submerged in a unique 

6 The terms “transparency” and “opacity” are borrowed from vision, but they mark 
a pass/stop distinction applicable to all the sense modalities (cf. the smell discussed in 
Champagne 2014b: 151-152).
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thought, the semiotic potency inherent in that paused qualitative state 
cannot be actualized without something else entering the picture. Peirce 
writes that “in contemplating a painting, there is a moment when we lose 
the consciousness that it is not the thing, the distinction of the real and the 
copy disappears [...]. At that moment we are contemplating an icon” (CP 
3.362). This is the state I am in when I transparently take my experience to 
be what is experienced, when I partake of my environment so completely 
that I lose it and myself. Of course, aside from pharmaceutically-induced 
vegetative states, such a qualitative merger of “I” and “it” is never 
fully consummated; otherwise, as Poinsot put it, this would “cancel 
the rationale” of the sign (TDS 234/4-5). Still, Peirce is distinguished 
from Poinsot in making allowances for this possibility. Indeed, Peirce 
concludes that, in theory, pure “[i]cons are so completely substituted for 
their objects as hardly to be distinguished from them” (CP 3.362).7

In short, careful study of the conditions for the possibility of signification 
reveals a ground-level where similarity becomes so pronounced that it 
eradicates that with which the quality is similar. If we were to put these 
results in the technical terms used earlier, we would say that while actual 
sign-action is indeed constrained by Hamilton’s twin laws of homogeneity 
and heterogeneity, such actual semiosis logically implies a possible 
semiosis free from the constraint of heterogeneity.8

Poinsot holds that “a sign must be dissimilar [to its significate], [...] 
otherwise, if it is equally manifest, there is no reason for this to be a sign 
of one thing rather than a sign of some other thing [...]” (TDS 218/13-
17). If, however, the ground of any experience is likeness to the point of 
complete merger, then when one subtracts the divide between sign-vehicle 
and object, one obtains a communion between knower and known that is 
as close as close can be (Ransdell 1979).

6. Differences and Similarities

Do Poinsot and Peirce really differ on this point? John Deely (1980) 
suggests that the notion of “formal sign” we find in Poinsot is analogous 
to the contemporary notion of icon. Thus, in his translation, Deely 
proposes the term “icon” as substitute for the Latin term “idolum.” In 
Deely’s estimate, “[t]he closest English word to Poinsot’s use of idolum 
is the term ‘icon’ as defined semiotically by C. S. Peirce, c. 1903” (TDS 
241/fn3). However, since Poinsot’s system does not contain anything 

7 Interestingly, Peirce’s commitment to Firstness may owe something to pharmaceutical 
aids (cf. Brent 1998: 14).

8 Metaphysically, this analysis recommends, not just an ontology of relations (pace Bains 
2006), but an ontology of relations and relata – where the standing of a relatum is orthogonal 
to the distinction between matter and mind (cf. Paolucci 2011: 90-94).

0040.Marc_Champagne.indd   380040.Marc_Champagne.indd   38 25/05/15   14:2525/05/15   14:25



POINSOT VERSUS PEIRCE ON MERGING WITH REALITY BY SHARING A QUALITY 39

analogous to Peirce’s category of Firstness, I am not entirely convinced 
that their respective texts support the neat agreement that Deely and 
others (e.g., Maroosis 2003: 160) look for. I think the closest Poinsot 
comes to a pure icon in his Tractatus de Signis is when he mentions (only 
once) a “similitudo virtualis” (TDS 258/46), which is presumably the 
modally prior “principle whence arises a formal similitude and formal 
awareness” (TDS 258/45-46; emphasis in original). However, the term 
“virtual” will not be helpful until it is unpacked into something more 
tangible. The Peircean account does just that: to be an icon is to enjoy 
a monadic relation with an object, which is to say no relation at all (cf. 
Champagne 2014b: 153fn91).

By jettisoning one of the ways we have of getting in touch with things, 
Poinsot has access only to a correspondence theory of truth that turns on 
“correlation,” not “congruence” (Kirkham 1997: 119-120). Congruence 
uses similarity, but correlation does not require that the veridical 
correspondence involve any kind of isomorphism between truth-bearer 
and truth-maker. I think a realist should favour congruence, because it 
can let subjects directly experience qualities. For example, the flower I 
smell does not activate in me, say, a mental image of a square, which I 
then manipulate whenever I recollect or make inferences regarding the 
odour. Even if one could conceivably learn something informative about 
the world’s structure by means of such one-to-one couplings (cf. Pylyshyn 
1973), a more intimate bond with the environment is established when 
one enjoys an experiential likeness.

Poinsot, as I mentioned, exempted a privileged subset of cases from 
his dissimile requirement. Specifically, he held that “the Divine Word is 
excluded from the rationale of sign” (TDS 233/3-4) because it supposedly 
“attains to identity with the represented divine essence” (TDS 228/21-
22). Lifting the buffer was intended to spare scriptures and sacraments 
from being mere symbols. Interestingly, Joseph Ransdell (2003: 229-
231) speculated that the present discomfort regarding of iconicity in 
mainstream debates might be a hold-over of religious controversies. Are 
there any religious implications in the idea of “optimal” iconicity that I 
have been exploring?

Realizing that indices like “this” causally locate referents but fail to 
convey their qualitative feel, Mark Johnston (1992) proposed the term 
“revelation” to capture our direct appreciation of qualities like colours. 
That choice of word certainly courts non-secular readings. However, all 
that Johnston wants to convey is that “[t]he intrinsic nature of canary 
yellow is fully revealed by a standard visual experience as [sic] of a canary 
yellow thing” (1992: 223). Surely this is not far-fetched.

Of course, on the analysis I have championed, focusing on a yellow 
quality at the expense of all relations is by no means a “standard” affair. 
To get there, one must artificially trim away quite a bit of lived experience 
(cf. Champagne 2014a: 226-228; 2014b: 146-149). The merger of sign-
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vehicle and object countenanced by Peircean semiotics constitutes what 
Frederik Stjernfelt calls “optimal” iconicity, a limit case that, by definition, 
“remains without any practically conceivable consequences” (2014: 230). 
Still, given that the qualitative unity we find in iconic signs logically 
underpins the human cognitive situation as a whole, I have endeavoured 
to account for it in a way that does not veer into philosophical (much less 
theological) extravagance.

7. Conclusion

Poinsot and Peirce clearly partake (from afar) in a common semiotic 
project. “If C. S. Peirce can be said to give us a chemistry of sixty-six sign-
compounds, John Poinsot, suitably revised, gives us the basic physical 
laws of motion that bring sign, object, and mind into relation” (Murphy 
1994: 569). The divergence I have been exploring essentially stems from 
the fact that the simplest sign would be no “compound” at all.

No one complains that, once obtained by means of a particle 
accelerator, a quark no longer exhibits the properties it had when it 
was part of a more complex molecule. The situation in semiotic inquiry, 
where the icon does not actually stand for anything else, should be no 
more troubling. What Poinsot has to say about the “motion” of semiosis 
remains valuable. Similarity remains relevant for cognitive functions 
that are not static, since shared qualities are partly what license the 
manipulations of “diagrammatic reasoning” (cf. Pietarinen 2011). Yet, 
if one opts to attend solely to the intrinsic character of a given item, 
one has thereby artificially impoverished one’s object of study to such 
an extent that the resultant quality is no longer related (inferentially or 
otherwise) to any object.

I should underscore just how close Poinsot’s semiotic hugs the 
asymptotic limit of complete likeness. He acknowledges that “in 
intentional or representative existence the formal sign is said to make one 
thing with the object, not only as do those things which coincide in one 
common rationale, but rather because it totally contains and represents 
the numerically same being that is in another” (TDS 233/43-234/2). But, 
he immediately adds that “this fact itself supposes that the representing 
and the represented are distinct” (TDS 234/2-3). If Poinsot’s buffer is 
in place, then strictly speaking his semiotic theory does not contain any 
icons, only symbols and indices. Very similar indices perhaps, but indices 
nonetheless.

Some philosophers (Bains 2006: 39-58; Deely 2001; Rasmussen 1994; 
Veatch 1952) have claimed that the semiotic of Poinsot has the technical 
resources to pre-empt sceptical/idealist worries. However, I think that, by 
preserving a minimal qualitative dissimilarity between mind and world, 
Poinsot deprives the realist quiver of a useful arrow. One of the tenets of 
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Poinsot’s account is that, insofar as it acts as a sign, a concept “as such 
does not stand in need of some scheme, linguistic or otherwise, to relate 
it to reality” (Rasmussen 1994: 410). I agree. However, I have argued that 
this is because, on some level, a sign-vehicle just is its object.
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Abstract Sparrow (J Appl Philos 24:62–77, 2007) argues that military robots capable of
making their own decisions would be independent enough to allow us denial for their
actions, yet too unlike us to be the targets of meaningful blame or praise—thereby
fostering what Matthias (Ethics Inf Technol 6:175–183, 2004) has dubbed “the
responsibility gap.” We agree with Sparrow that someone must be held responsible for
all actions taken in a military conflict. That said, we think Sparrow overlooks the
possibility of what we term “blank check” responsibility: A person of sufficiently high
standing could accept responsibility for the actions of autonomous robotic devices—even
if that person could not be causally linked to those actions besides this prior agreement.
The basic intuition behind our proposal is that humans can impute relations even when no
other form of contact can be established. The missed alternative we want to highlight,
then, would consist in an exchange: Social prestige in the occupation of a given office
would come at the price of signing away part of one's freedoms to a contingent and
unpredictable future guided by another (in this case, artificial) agency.

Keywords Robotics . Agency . Ethics .War . Responsibility

1 Introduction

If a robot capable of setting its own goals were to go on a killing spree, who would we
blame? Or, if such a robot were to exercise its autonomy in a manner inconsistent
with our understanding of morally permissible behavior, who could we justifiably
hold responsible? The possibility of creating a robot with the ability to make
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decisions on the basis of its own initiative(s) rather than preprogrammed commands,
and of setting its own ends and/or achieving subordinate ends through means of its
own devising, is admittedly a speculative idea at this stage. One can nevertheless
imagine, as Sparrow (2007) does, a scenario where such military weaponry is
somehow capable of making its own decisions without direct or indirect instructions
from a human being. The robot may act in pursuit of an end dictated to it by another,
but do so in ways that are unpredicted (unpredictable) and not in line with pursuing
that end in a morally acceptable manner. Deploying these kinds of autonomous robots
in the theater of war would have far-ranging ethical consequences because, in such
contexts, not only are we dealing with life and death situations, we also expect the
various parties to be held responsible for the choices that they make. Addressing a
less speculative topic, Walzer (1977, p. 287) wrote that “[i]f there are recognizable
war crimes, there must be recognizable criminals.” It is natural to want to carry this
principle over to automated warfare. However, since the hypothetical robots that
interest Sparrow would be midway between us and plain machines, they would slip
by this requirement of moral responsibility: They would be independent enough to
allow humans plausible denial for their actions—yet too unlike us to be the targets of
meaningful blame or praise.

Such autonomous yet unfeeling robots would therefore inhabit a morally
ambiguous space Matthias (2004) has aptly dubbed “the responsibility gap.” Any
unethical act on their part would therefore betoken the most senseless event
conceivable, a moral failure for which no one could be fairly held responsible.
Understandably, then, Sparrow thinks this would be enough to bar the use of
autonomous “killer robots” in war.

We follow Sparrow (2007) in believing that one condition for being an agent that
can be held morally responsible is the capacity to be punished/rewarded through
proportionate suffering/remuneration (pp. 71–73). Although other conditions exist
(e.g., willful intent), falling within the ambit of punishment and reward is arguably a
necessary condition of moral responsibility. Thus, insofar as autonomous robots
lacking sentience could not be punished in any meaningful way (Sparrow 2007, p.
73), they would not qualify as responsible agents. However, since these machines
could autonomously choose their ends, they would be culpable, and since they act
deliberately, they would also be liable. Hence, such robots should be held responsible
for their actions (if possible), and we owe it to (at minimum) the parties in the
contexts where the robots would be in use to allocate responsibility and seek
proportionate (yet fair) retribution.

We thus agree with Sparrow that, following the received tenets of just war theory
and international laws of war, one or more individuals must be held responsible for all
actions taken in a military conflict. Yet, when Sparrow concludes from this that
autonomous robots should not be deployed, we believe his argument proceeds a bit
too hastily. Indeed, we want to suggest that there is a way to seal the responsibility
vacuum Sparrow points to. Although we do not endorse the use of such military
devices, we think Sparrow's argument overlooks the possibility of “blank check”
responsibility: A person (or persons) of sufficiently high military or political standing
could accept responsibility for the actions (normal or abnormal) of all autonomous
robotic devices—even if that person could not be causally linked to those actions
besides this prior agreement.
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The basic intuition behind our proposal is that two things can be related just in
virtue of their being related. That is, we humans retain the liberty to impute relations
even when no other form of contact can be established. This is what humans do, for
example, whenever they link a symbol to a referent (e.g., the word “chair” standing
for worldly chairs). The relation at play in such instances is mind-dependent, in that it
would not hold were it not for an agreement between agents. Unlike causal links, one
cannot discover an evidential basis for such imputed relations, since they are made,
not found. In an ethical context, noncausal imputation is akin to what is routinely
called scapegoating (i.e., deliberately singling out a particular person as the recipient
of responsibility or blame). But, this possibility should not overshadow the fact that,
when informed consent is present, the same mechanism can be used fairly. Indeed, we
argue that consent can secure the sought-after component of responsibility through a
person's very willingness to partake in a contractual agreement. As will be explained
below, by willingly agreeing to the terms of a contract, the informed agent(s)
impute(s) responsibility on herself for the actions of an autonomous machine. The
missed alternative we want to highlight, then, would essentially consist in an
exchange: Social prestige in the occupation of a given office could come at the price
of signing away part of one's freedoms to a contingent and unpredictable future
guided by another (in this case, artificial) agency.

We shall not be arguing that holding the office in question would be conditional on
one's willingness to actually use killer robots. Our more prosaic point is that if such
robots are deployed, then someone (or several people) can willingly and publicly
accept responsibility for whatever ensues. Obviously, this proposal leaves open the
question of whether the antecedent of this conditional is or should be affirmed. Still,
to the extent that such agreements can be fairly and reasonably implemented,
Sparrow's case needs tinkering.

We will present our argument in a fairly straightforward manner. We will first
describe and motivate the problem, then we will articulate and defend our solution.

2 Sparrow's Dilemma

Sparrow recognizes the common criticism (Asaro 2008; Krishnan 2009; Singer 2010)
that the advent of military robots may trivialize entry into war. His argument against the
use of autonomous robots, though, is more subtle and turns on a disturbing prospect of
across-the-board moral blamelessness. Even if we grant the (debatable) cognitive
scientific prognostication that it is possible for a nonsentient robot to be autonomous—in
the sense not just of being able to determine which means best suit a given end, but in the
stronger sense of actually determining the best ends to follow—we are left with an
ethical dilemma. Specifically, the question arises whether there is any room left for the
attribution of blame (and praise) where these robots are deployed.

As Sparrow points out, if we are ever to conduct wars utilizing such technology
and simultaneously maintain our standard ethical inclinations regarding responsibility
for one's actions, we must ask ourselves who would be responsible in the event of a
violation by an autonomous robot in the conduct of war. Sparrow's claim, in short, is
that no one could be rightly held responsible for any actions (atrocities or otherwise)
perchance committed by this type of robot. Since such a situation of blamelessness
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would be morally unacceptable (and unjust), prohibition of their use in war seems to
follow.

So stated, this problem is a general one, and in principle arises anytime (a) some
autonomous entity is responsible for its behavior yet (b) holding that entity
responsible would be absurd. It just so happens that, with respect to adult human
military personnel, those that are (and need to be) responsible for their actions can all
be held responsible, as they meet the conditions for being the targets of meaningful
praise or blame (among other things, perhaps). Although an autonomous robot should
likewise be responsible for its actions, it cannot be held as such.

To make this worry vivid, consider a fully self-determining military machine
equipped to identify the intention(s) of combatants. Imagine a scenario in which such
a robot would lethally engage an enemy platoon that was clearly surrendering before
and during its attack (Sparrow 2007, p. 66). Such a situation would leave us with the
following tension. To the extent that an “autonomous robot” fits its twofold label,
humans cannot be blamed for its actions, since the robot has genuine “autonomy.”
Yet, the robot itself cannot be blamed for its actions either, since it is merely “robotic”
and thus impervious/oblivious to any meaningful form of punishment (A sentient
grasp of events is pivotal and explains why, say, someone being whipped is given a
mouth guard and not a sedative or anesthetic). The robot would presumably have
nothing of moral worth at stake, like freedom that can be taken away through
imprisonment. If we want to keep moral considerations in the picture and retain the
idea that just war theory and the international laws of war require us to justifiably
hold someone responsible when things go wrong, then the situation described by
Sparrow becomes very problematic.

It is important to underscore that the moral predicament discussed by Sparrow
arises only when the violent act of the robot is sandwiched between a narrow set of
circumstances. Specifically, the robot must be sophisticated enough to make its own
choices—but not so sophisticated that it can experience pain and pleasure. It is thus
worth stressing that the range of robots Sparrow's argument applies to is very
restricted. All of the semiautonomous or remote military robots currently in existence
are irrelevant to his discussion, since in the use of these robots humans can at all times
be held responsible, say, via their contribution to a program's content or a device's
activation. Sparrow (2007), by contrast, wants to call our attention to a far more
difficult prospect. Hence, it is crucial to be clear on what exactly is meant by a fully
“autonomous” robot in this context:

Artificially intelligent weapon systems will thus be capable of making their own
decisions, for instance, about their target, or their approach to their target, and of
doing so in an ‘intelligent’ fashion. While they will be programmed to make
decisions according to certain rules, in important circumstances their actions
will not be predictable. However, this is not to say that they will be random
either. Mere randomness provides no support for a claim to autonomy. Instead
the actions of these machines will be based on reasons, but these reasons will be
responsive to the internal states—‘desires’, ‘beliefs’ and ‘values’—of the
system itself. Moreover, these systems will have significant capacity to form
and revise these beliefs themselves. They will even have the ability to learn
from experience. (p. 65)
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The robots Sparrow envisions would thus have the autonomy to reject their
programmed rules or to apply those rules in ways that are not in line with judgments
we would endorse. To the extent a robot would do this, it would think outside our
box.

No matter how remote it may be, Sparrow wants to address this possibility directly,
before it arises (a laudable and prudent preemptive attitude which, by engaging in
earnest with the subject matter, we obviously share). Sparrow is thus more concerned
with guarding against a responsibility vacuum than with arguing that limitations
should be placed on the autonomy of machines. Placing an inviolable limit inside a
robot's mind is, on this view, no more satisfactory than placing a robot's body inside
an inescapable box: Both strategies get the job done, but only by avoiding the
philosophical challenge. The moment such artificial constraints are placed on a
military robot's range of conduct, be it at the level of hardware or software, that
robot no longer falls within the ethically problematic range Sparrow is interested in.

As an example of this, consider Arkin's (2009) suggestion that autonomous
lethal robotic systems be equipped with an in-built design component providing
us with clear data regarding who is responsible for the robot's actions. This could
include explanations for using or omitting lethal force prior to deployment in a
specific mission context. Such “a responsibility advisor” (as Arkin calls it)
“makes explicit to the robot's commander the responsibilities and choices she is
confronted with when deploying autonomous systems capable of lethality” (2009,
p. 145). Mock guilt could even be made into a quantifiable variable influencing a
robot's behavior in a given military conflict. For instance, if a guilt value
associated with a given action exceeds a certain threshold, the robot could have
a mechanism that reprimands it for that action (Arkin and Ulam 2009). Although
such a buffer is clearly meant to remedy the violence robots may cause, a
proposal like this does not truly address Sparrow's dilemma, insofar as reinstating
straightforward human responsibility by shaving off a robot's leeway in the
election of its ends is tantamount to dodging the issue at hand. Irrespective of
its practical merits then, Arkin's proposal ultimately misses the point.

This inadvertent tendency to alter the scenario into something more manageable is
ubiquitous. Petersen (2012), for example, advocates robot servanthood. Similarly, Lin
et al. (2008, p. 54) argue that one can guarantee responsibility for war crimes by
mandating a “slave morality” for autonomous military robots. Applied ethics merely
“applies” ethical standards, so rehabilitating a Nietzschean two-tiered morality to
expediently resolve difficult cases still constitutes a philosophical endorsement of that
double standard. Alas, “competing moral claims generated by different moral
frameworks does not show much beyond the fact that different moral frameworks
may generate competing moral claims” (Tonkens 2012, p. 140; emphasis in original).
To be principled, an appeal to slave morality cannot be ad hoc or arbitrarily confined
only to problematic instances. It is unclear, though, whether proposals that invoke this
double standard fully appreciate the ramifications of allowing the conjunction of
autonomy and slavery. All other things being equal, if a less onerous way to address
the difficulties at hand can be found, it should be preferred.

The suggestion of Lin and colleagues to instill a slave morality in military robots
may, if implemented effectively and univocally, help to avoid Sparrow's dilemma, but
it does not solve it. As stressed earlier, we are following Sparrow in considering the

Bridging the Responsibility Gap 129



case of military robots that have a very high level of autonomy, whereas Lin et al.
(2008, p. 64) deal with robots that are not so autonomous as to be choosers of their
ends. The former situation is closer to the human condition, insofar as adult rational
animals have a say when they adopt/endorse a moral code. Thus, the robot we (and
Sparrow) are considering is one that can genuinely disobey its orders in a manner not
consistent with the ethics of warfare. Clearly, should one ever be faced with robots
that are autonomous in just this sense, arguing that “They should have been
programmed with a slave morality in the first place” would be unsatisfactory. This
would be no better than saying “If only serial killers were kittens, the problem would
be solved.” Slave morality is no solution or a solution in a different topic.

Of course, there is a disanalogy in the sense that, unlike transforming into a kitten,
conduct can change. Yet, if we are committed to keeping the terms of the debate
intact, the only aid this could bring would be if robots were to freely elect to be
submissive toward humans (if they had no choice in the matter, they would not be the
sort of robots we are interested in). In volunteering themselves into bondage, each
robot would have to make (and sustain) this decision individually and do so on the
basis of deliberations that cannot be mechanically binding. Any fortuitous turn of
events that benefits humans still benefits humans. As far as solutions go, though, one
can only hope for this to occur.

Taking another route, Lokhorst and van den Hoven (2012, p. 149) have recently
challenged Sparrow's conclusion by arguing that there may be effective alternatives
available for remedying unacceptable behavior, namely by adding sentience to the
mix. Their proposal, however, stems from a misunderstanding of Sparrow's concerns.
Sparrow is willing to (agnostically) grant Lokhorst and van den Hoven's claim that
advancements in AI and robotics research could conceivably invest autonomous
robots with the ability to suffer. Yet, these are not the sorts of robots that trouble
him, since here we could presumably hold something responsible, namely the robot
itself. Indeed, to the extent robots could suffer in the relevant way, they would
become legitimate targets for genuine punishment, and so the quandary of moral
blamelessness previously canvassed would not appear. Likewise, Lokhorst and van
den Hoven's proposal to adjust a violent robot's programming so that it does not
commit a similar atrocity in the future does not satisfy the demand that someone be
held responsible for the previous misbehavior. Even if we could successfully tweak a
robot's programming after we detect a flaw, the initial act that generated our ex post
facto intervention would remain unpunished. To be sure, preventing similar atrocities
from occurring again is a very important task. Yet, this still leaves us in a
responsibility vacuum with respect to the original act—a situation whose resolution
is also very important.

With these qualifications in mind, Sparrow contends that, if a robotic agent is truly
acting autonomously, then we are not justified in holding anyone responsible for the
actions of that agent. To be sure, if a robot kills innocent civilians following its own
internal states (like beliefs, desires, and goals), an understandable reflex will be to
blame that robot. Autonomous war machines, however, could not be blamed because,
without a real capacity to suffer, they would lack a characteristic required to be the
subject of meaningful punishment. Sparrow thus argues that, given the appropriate
level of machine autonomy, any transgressions made by a robot give rise to an ethical
catch-22. Since there are no suitable candidates for satisfying the jus in bello clause,
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all the available possibilities seem either irrational or unfair: If we blame a
nonsentient machine, we are being irrational, and if we blame someone unrelated to
the act, we are being unfair. Given that these two premises are acceptable, their
troublesome conjunction demands our immediate philosophic attention.

Let us look at the first horn of this dilemma. Although they can certainly be
destroyed or damaged, robots do not have anything of comparable moral worth at
stake in the outcome of their actions, no welfare that could be compromised, no
personal freedom that could be truncated. As Sparrow (2007) notes,

In order for any of these acts to serve as punishment they must evoke the right
sort of response in their object […]. I shall assume that the most plausible
accounts of the nature and justification of punishment require that those who are
punished, or contemplate punishment, should suffer as a result. While we can
imagine doing the things described above [i.e. fines in earnings, imprisonment,
corporal or capital punishment] to a machine, it is hard to imagine it suffering as
a result. (p. 72)

This lack of an experiential dimension, Sparrow argues, essentially makes it futile to
hold the machine responsible for its transgressions.

It could perhaps be objected that courts and lay folk hold corporations
responsible in certain contexts, even if corporations do not meet Sparrow's criteria
for being punishable. Courts and lay folk could of course be misguided when they
stretch the semantics of “punishment” in this (animistic) direction. Even so, the
objection would be that while corporations are not sentient, punishing them is not
futile. However, this objection would have to overlook the fact that “punishing” a
corporation through fines and/or restrictions only works because it negatively
affects the interests of its (sentient) constituents, say, by lowering the financial
gain of certain humans (who would have stood to enjoy those gains). Neither the
parts nor the wholes of autonomous robots can suffer in this way. Imprisonment
severely restricts the range of projects one can undertake, but such a set of
descriptive circumstances does not have any normative significance unless the
organism at the center of those circumstances yearns to see its projects fulfilled
(see Champagne 2011). Truncating a robot's autonomy by punishment would only
be successful if a robot had a genuine interest in being free and the emotional and
psychological capacities to appreciate the value of such freedom. With the absence
of these dimensions, the dread of being incarcerated is not liable to move the sort
of robot under discussion.

The other horn of the dilemma is more straightforward. Clearly, it is wrong to
blame someone for actions she did not partake in or endorse. Once we grant that all
robots and people are inadmissible, a tension naturally follows. Indeed, just war
theory demands that someone be responsible for military actions (see for instance the
customs of war described by the International Committee of the Red Cross). Since
blaming someone at random would be wrong, developing and using autonomous
military robots is morally unacceptable.

This, at any rate, is what Sparrow argues. What we want to suggest now is that,
when carefully used, consensual imputation effectively bridges the responsibility gap
that concerns Sparrow.

Bridging the Responsibility Gap 131



3 AWay Out of Sparrow's Dilemma

Here, in programmatic outline, is how we think the dilemma canvassed by Sparrow
can be overcome. Should fully autonomous robotic agents be available to a military,
the decision to deploy these robots could fall on the highest person in command, say,
the president (or general, etc.). The president would be fully aware that the
autonomous robots are capable of making their own decisions. Yet, a nonnegotiable
condition for accepting the position of authority would be to accept blame (or praise)
for whatever robotic acts transpire in war.

Admittedly, the theater of war is foggy. Yet, with the rigid imputation of blame
secured, if the deployment of these machines renders the resulting war “foggy” to a
degree which makes the authority figure uncomfortable with accepting her surrogate
responsibility for the robots' actions, then it follows that these robots should not be
deployed. On the assumption that it would be in a democratically elected official's
best interest to wage an ethical war (if it is ethical to wage a war at all), he or she
would likely ensure that these robots will abide by accepted international rules;
otherwise, she would have excellent reason not to allow those robots to be used.
Yet, the force of our proposal lies in the fact that the requirement to accept “blank
check” responsibility would hold even if the autonomy of the robot was shown to be
unconstrained. To be sure, if the president or military general would be unsure about
whether these robots would indeed behave morally, then prudence would dictate that
she not consent to their deployment in the first place. There may be some ethical
issues that emerge here with respect to providing this option to sufficiently ranking
individuals in practice. Yet, the decision of whether or not to sign such a contract,
once presented, is not necessarily a “problematic option,” that is, a choice one would
have been better off never having had to make (Velleman 1992). And, insofar as the
contract should only be entered into willingly (through the exercise of informed,
unforced, consent), then there are safeguards in place to prevent morally dubious
ways of soliciting or recruiting individuals to sign such a contract, thereby accepting
responsibility for the killer robots. If the individual is not willing, then they should
not agree to the terms of the contract; if they are unwilling to agree and yet are forced
to accept the contract, then they would not be liable, and arguably their coercer would
be responsible for the behavior of the autonomous machines. Be that as it may, the
moral cost of any gamble would fall squarely on the gambler, who would be readily
identifiable for all to see. In this way, we could at all times ensure that a human is
liable to receive blame for any self-initiated robot acts deemed immoral.

This satisfies the aforementioned requirement that we justly hold someone
responsible for the actions taken in war. Sparrow (2007), by contrast, argues that it
is unfair to “assign” responsibility to the commanding officer of autonomous robots,
since “[t]he use of autonomous weapons therefore involves a risk that military
personnel will be held responsible for the actions of machines whose decisions they
did not control” (p. 71). On our account, Sparrow's worry can be accommodated such
that the “risk” he highlights is eliminated. Our picture could be complicated further
by the inclusion of administrative safeguards so that it is formally expressed by the
commander (in addition to her superiors) that she is (un)willingly following orders to
deploy such machines and accepts (no) responsibility for the outcome of doing so. In
this way, even if the topmost official does sign off on the use of such machines, the
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frontline soldiers using them could formally express their (un)willingness to do so
and hence their (un)willingness to accept partial responsibility for its actions. After
all, blank checks are indeterminate in the amount they allow, but crystal clear about
who is doing the allowing.

Sparrow (2007) briefly considers (and dismisses) something along the lines of
what we are proposing. He writes that “[i]n these cases we simply insist that those
who use [the robotic weapons] should be held responsible for the deaths they cause,
even where these were not intended” (p. 70; emphasis added). The main difference
between our proposal and the one discussed by Sparrow is that we regard it as fair and
reasonable for the commanding officer to willingly and freely assign responsibility to
herself, ahead of time. It is standard to use informed consent as part of our gauge of
the ethics of intersubjective practices (e.g., patient recruitment for experimental
research), and with such consent in place, (at least some) responsibility is thereby
transferred to the agent doing the consenting.

It is important to underscore that our way out of Sparrow's dilemma does not entail
that a community will arbitrarily select a prominent figure as a lightning rod for its
disapproval. Rather, we think the incentives are so balanced that users of autonomous
machines could willingly accept responsibility for their actions, ahead of time, and
thus become a justified, reasonable, and fair locus of surrogate responsibility for those
autonomous robots' actions. We still cannot hold a robot responsible for its actions
(and in a real sense we still should hold the robot responsible), and merely assigning
the commanding officer responsibility is still unfair. Yet, asking a suitably ranked and
sufficiently informed person (or persons) to decide whether or not she is willing to
prospectively assume responsibility for the actions of autonomous robots is fair and
would satisfy the requirement that someone be held responsible. Perhaps there are
other, unstated, desiderata that we might want to take into consideration, but as things
currently stand, the proposal goes through.

It is therefore appropriate to understand our view as a sort of “vouching for” rather
than a “pointing of fingers.” Whether this practice will be well implemented is an
empirical issue that cannot be determined in advance of the facts. But, we can
nevertheless infer that, if an informed surrogate willingly consents, she can take the
risk identified by Sparrow (there may of course be independent reasons for
commanding officers or presidents to not accept surrogate moral responsibility).

Although Sparrow does not seriously consider the possibility of establishing a viable
social contract of the sort we gesture at, the basic idea has proven its merit in the
customary chain of command of the military, where there is already divvying of
responsibility (McMahan 2009). Our proposal is not a novel one in this sense. For
instance, when the captain of a ship accepts blame for the actions of those officers under
her, the terms of that office permit us to blame the captain, even if no clear causal chain
can be established that would link her to the reprehensible action(s) in question.
Accepting responsibility for such behavior is simply part of the captain's job description,
a “role responsibility” to which the captain has committed through her explicit
acceptance of her post. For example, the Canadian Armed Forces (via the 1985National
Defence Act and the Department of National Defence's Army Ethics Programme)
subscribes to this way of assigning responsibility for ethical and legal misconduct. A
similar rationale for the assignment of responsibility was at work in the Nuremberg
trials, where commanding officers were deemed (partially) responsible for the behavior
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of their troops (although, in some cases, the troops were also held responsible). The
same sort of contractual acceptance of responsibility could be fruitfully employed, we
argue, in the case of autonomous robots.

Sparrow's (2007) analogy between autonomous killer robots and child soldiers
(pp. 73–74) can thus be granted without compromising the force of our critique. Child
soldiers are not such that they lack autonomy (in its entirety), and yet they do not
seem responsible for their actions—blaming them for their actions seems unjustified,
even if not entirely unwarranted. Parents are not typically held responsible for the
actions of their grown offspring. Still, given that parents are responsible for the
actions of their children (who are arguably autonomous in the required sense), it
seems fair to say that part of the role of parent is to own up to this responsibility,
rearing the child so that they learn to behave in (morally) acceptable ways, and
accepting (partial) responsibility in cases where she intentionally fails to do so.
Needless to say, the addition of an explicit social contract would make that link even
tighter.

It is worth bearing in mind that our proposal charitably grants Sparrow's twin
contentions that (1) a programmer cannot be justifiably held responsible for the
actions of a truly autonomous robot and that (2) holding a nonsentient robot
responsible is meaningless and unsatisfactory. What we are challenging is the
assumption that this exhausts the moral avenues. In an effort to introduce a tertium
quid, we argue that if a commanding officer willingly deploys autonomous robots that
can act immorally and moreover publicly recognizes that those robots cannot be held
responsible, then she has thereby accepted responsibility for their actions. A person in
this position is exercising her privilege of uncoerced rational consent. This in turn
yields a clear—but noncausal—connection between the officer and the actions of the
autonomous robot, insofar as the person who directly sanctions the use and
deployment of such robots assumes responsibility for their actions come what may
and is justifiably subject to punishment for doing so.

We need to ensure that autonomous robots meet ethical and safety standards prior
to their deployment. It seems reasonable to assume that a commanding officer faced
with the decision to deploy autonomous robots would work hard to ensure that those
robots behave properly, since it is she who would be held responsible and punished in
the event of their misbehavior (however one wants to construe this). Indeed, it would
make for an informative empirical study to ask current military officers and
commanders ahead of time whether they would be willing to accept such surrogate
responsibility. Coupled with our proposal, maybe the results of such an inquiry could
suffice to halt the development of autonomous war machines. After all, why build
autonomous yet unpunishable lethal machines if no one is willing to accept
responsibility for their actions? Although long-range missiles sometimes cause
collateral damage (Sullins 2010, p. 268), we do not blame the missile itself; instead,
we blame those deploying the missile (Asaro 2008, p. 51). The case of US military
practice actually simplifies this by requiring all equipment in the field to be certified
fit for service so that the operator, not the manufacturer, has sole responsibility.
Autonomy, however, introduces a considerable element of risk in deploying high-
tech weaponry, since neither the manufacturer nor the “operator” (the term now
becomes a misnomer) can be fully certain of the decisions that a given robot may
take. By issuing a blank check, our noncausal tether is loose, in the sense that it
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makes provisions for uncertainty; yet, it is tight, in the sense that, whatever happens,
blame/praise will be bestowed at the human end of the relation. This is a tradeoff for
the privileges one enjoys from being a commander. If, as a contingent matter, no one
happens to submit to this demand, then so much the worse for those who want to
create and deploy autonomous robots.

A cynic could argue that, once proper punishment has been carried out, a fresh
candidate could come into the picture and allow the carnage to start all over again. Of
course, so long as forecasts are being had on the cheap (being answerable to nothing
more tangible than one's imagination), nothing bars these kinds of criticisms.
Realistically though, humans are responsive to past events, so (all other things being
equal) the inductive likelihood that a person in a visible position of authority would
sign off after such repeated debacles should shrink. Again, for someone who inclines
to worst case scenarios, that may bring little comfort. Yet, what is the alternative:
Rogue use of killer robots without any attempt at securing a morally responsible
agent? Taking the cynic at her word, she should recognize that, either way,
technologies that can be used will be used. Once that maxim has been granted, the
task becomes to minimize undesired outcomes. At any rate, it is inconsistent for one
to claim that (1) repeated episodes of carnage will naturally ensue, and (2) if we just
say no, everyone will abide by that. (1) betokens unwarranted pessimism, (2) is
naively optimistic—and oscillating between the two would be ad hoc.

Our suggestion that the likelihood of deployment would shrink in light of past
fiascoes of course assumes that the relevant practical decisions would be motivated
by a certain measure of informed rationality. This assumption, like all assumptions,
can certainly be called into question. However, the retort that humans have the power
to act contrary to the dictates of reason is true but trivial, since the observation applies
to the full spectrum of philosophical branches concerned with human activity. The
burden is thus on whoever wants to exploit the element of voluntarism inherent in
decision making (Ullmann-Margalit and Morgenbesser 1977) to show why glass-
half-empty worries about human wickedness should be deemed more likely than
glass-half-full confidence in human reasonableness.

In the same vein, we might note that, despite the focus of Sparrow's discussion, full
autonomy does not solely imply a willingness to kill. Presumably, such an exotic
technological endowment, if it is indeed possible, might also lead an autonomous
robot to mimic laudable human acts. As such, the “blank check” we have introduced
need not be viewed solely in a negative light. For the exchange to fully succeed, it is
not enough to limit the ethical responsibility to a consenting human commander when
things go wrong—we could/should also transfer any praise a robot might garner to
the same person. While it is perhaps less intuitive to connect the success(es) of an
autonomous robot with a human who had very little or nothing to do with the mission
in question, allowing for such a noncausal transfer of prestige could be a vital
component in the social contract we envision.

4 Conclusion

The hypothetical situation presented by Sparrow points to an interesting set of
circumstances which force us to question our notion of ethical responsibility in
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increasingly unmanned battlefields. In that sense, it betokens philosophical reflection
on technology at its best. The twofold recognition that neither hapless programmers
nor unfeeling machines deserve punishment acts like a dialectic vise, thereby
compelling Sparrow to conclude that the use of autonomous robots would be a moral
aberration. There is a sense in which he is clearly right. We have argued, however,
that Sparrow's analysis, while thought provoking and in many ways correct,
nevertheless overlooks the possibility of a sufficiently high-ranking commanding
officer (or officers) accepting responsibility for the robot's actions, and thus being
accountable for any violation of the rules for the ethical conduct of warfare.

In essence, our proposal retains the noncausal imputation involved in scapegoating
while dropping its arbitrariness: Since humans are capable of informed consent and
pleasure/pain, a suitable and ascertainable target for punishment can be established,
thereby ensuring visible conformity with the tenets of just war theory. While victims
of the immoral behavior of autonomous lethal robots may not always be satisfied with
the level of retribution gained (e.g., the forfeiture of office/rank, fines, imprisonment),
it is important that punishment for such actions go only to those that deserve it, and
getting some fair retribution is better than not getting any at all.

Although it may not be possible to trace a tenable physical link between the
negative (or positive) actions of a fully autonomous robot and its human commander,
our suggestion has been that this transitive chain is inessential to the ethical question
and can be bypassed by using a more explicit social contract or “blank check.” A
robot may perform self-initiated actions, but it does not have to suffer what we would
consider a just punishment for a violation of our ethical rules. Instead, the moral
blame and accompanying punishment could be placed squarely on a human agent (or
agents) who, through her own volition, has traded a part of her freedoms for the
prestige of occupying a high-ranking position in a given social hierarchy (say, a
governmental or military chain of command). If no one is willing to accept this
responsibility, then they should not deploy autonomous killer robots in the first
place. In either case, this way of framing the issue keeps a human in the loop in
a morally defensible manner, rendering the force of Sparrow's argument weaker
than it first seemed.

One could object that having a human take moral responsibility would indeed
offer a good compromise for policy-making purposes, but that this would fall
short of an ethically acceptable way to link moral reasonability of a sentient agent
to the actions performed by a robot. Such an objection rests on the enthymeme
that causal authorship of (or some weaker mind-independent link to) an action
must be present. Our suggestion is that it is not mandatory to accept this enthymeme
and that automated warfare presents one situation where it might wisely be
jettisoned.

Our critique does not contradict Sparrow's case for peace, but instead shows
that that case is incomplete. We have thus addressed the overlooked option right
away. Speculation must eventually pass through the bottleneck of action, so when
all is said and done, Sparrow's prescriptive yield is “Wait, don't push that button, it
might lead to senseless violence.” Our yield is “Wait, don't push that button, it
might lead to senseless violence, and if it does, you will be held responsible and
punished.”
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Abstract
Descartes holds that the tell-tale sign of a solid proof is that its 
entailments appear clearly and distinctly. Yet, since there is a limit 
to what a subject can consciously fathom at any given moment, a 
mnemonic shortcoming threatens to render complex geometrical 
reasoning impossible. Thus, what enables us to recall earlier proofs, 
according to Descartes, is God’s benevolence: He is too good to 
pull a deceptive switch on us. Accordingly, Descartes concludes 
that geometry and belief in God must go hand in hand. However, 
I argue that, while theism adds a layer of psychological reassurance, 
the mind-independent reality of God would ensure the preservation 
of past demonstrations for atheists as well.

Introduction
Can an atheist know geometry? The first thing to remark is the relative 
strangeness of this question. What could a religious issue like belief or 
disbelief in God possibly have to do with the stark topic of geometry? 
For René Descartes, the two matters are intimately connected. In fact, 
Descartes thinks that, if you do not believe in God, you cannot really 
carry out geometrical proofs.

Cartesian philosophy makes the unassailable self-evidence of 
first-person experience a pivot whence to (re)build certain knowledge. 
Unfortunately, the very feature which makes the “thinking thing” 
beyond the reach of any possible deception also entails a constraint 
on its scope. Strictly speaking, one is only thinking then and there. 
This makes recollections of one’s former mental states dubitable 
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objects on par with any other. Short of some further support, then, 
the project of extracting a worldview from the nondescript veracity 
of the Cogito would seem hopeless. This is the potentially fatal lacuna 
that God’s existence is intended to fill. God is not a deceiver, so He 
ensures that when a geometer recalls an earlier proof, the recollection 
is not deceptive.

In the fifth part of his Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes 
maintains that God provides him with “knowledge . . . of all matters 
which I remember ever having demonstrated, in geometry and so on” 
(1984, 48). So, on this view, believing in God is not only salutary 
from a spiritual standpoint, it actually serves a crucial epistemologi-
cal function, since it allows the human mind to spread beyond its 
temporal finitude and secure ownership of whatever was previously 
achieved by deductive reasoning.

This is Descartes’s positive claim. He also makes a negative claim, 
namely that an atheist is prevented from attaining a full hold on the 
truths of geometry. Descartes does not deny that “an atheist is clearly 
and distinctly aware that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two 
right angles” (1984, 89). But, since truths like these only guarantee 
their veracity while they are being contemplated, Descartes insists that 
the geometrical demonstrations of an atheist “will never be free of this 
doubt [of possible deception] until he [the atheist] acknowledges that 
God exists” (ibid., 101; my emphasis).

I want to challenge this last contention. Taking God’s existence for 
granted, I will call into question the supplementary contention that a 
belief in His existence is needed to reap His mnemonic benefits. Tak-
ing theistic commitments seriously and redirecting them towards my 
argumentative purpose, I will try to show why atheistic geometers can 
draw their inferences in a manner identical with their God-fearing col-
leagues. My goal, in sum, will not be to overhaul the Cartesian system, 
but rather to plead for a minor revision which, ironically, might be more 
consistent with the idea that God enjoys mind-independent existence: 
if God truly exists, then by definition He does so with or without our 
apprehension of that fact, such that we can reap the epistemological 
benefits of His divine existence with no further contribution on our 
part. If this main claim is correct, then atheists are equally entitled to 
the robust proofs of geometry. So, at any rate, I shall argue.
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Trying to Recapture a Lost Certainty about a Lost World
The question of whether an atheist can have a genuine knowledge of 
geometry is discussed in the Second Set of Replies, but the reasons that 
support Descartes’s negative answer are deployed mainly in the last four 
paragraphs of the fifth meditation. By the time we reach this portion 
of the text, several tenets have been proven, most of them pertaining 
to God, matter, and the narrator’s thinking self. Yet, what has proven 
that the proofs themselves are tenable? Consider for example the tru-
ism that ‘All things triangular are trilateral.’ This entailment is readily 
ascertained; in Cartesian parlance, it exhibits the requisite clarity and 
distinctness. But what, asks Descartes, does this prove, other than 
that these two properties of triangularity and trilaterality are joined 
at the hip, so to speak? Saying that A and B must exist together is not 
quite the same as saying that A and B must exist. As Descartes writes: 
“From the fact that I cannot think a mountain without a valley, it does 
not follow that a mountain and a valley exist anywhere, but simply 
that a mountain and a valley, whether they exist or not, are mutually 
inseparable” (1984, 46). Descartes’s goal in the fifth meditation is to 
tie pristine entailments like these to something beyond mere logic. 
Rationalism may eschew empiricism, but it still needs a world.

Descartes claims that, to discover what the world is like, we must 
focus our attention on clear and distinct ideas. Ronald de Sousa remarks 
that Descartes’s reliance on clarity and distinctness represents “the first 
explicit use of something like a criterial feeling of rightness to justify a 
knowledge claim” (2008, 189–90). This Cartesian strategy of equating 
maximal salience and truth may seem bizarre to naturalist eyes, but 
it has some promise. After all, if one were to come face to face with a 
hard-boiled metaphysical verity, would not its reality translate into a 
felt lucidity when cognized?

Even so, the fact remains that the beliefs “of dogmatic, opinion-
ated people may not be knowledge even when held with certainty in 
the complete absence of doubt. Those of irresolute, indecisive people 
are often knowledge despite their dithering about and feeling terribly 
unsure” (Daniels 1999, 207). Descartes is aware of this. Yet, he nev-
ertheless holds that some ideas present themselves so forcefully that 
the mind simply cannot be wrong about them. God is supposed to 
be one of those self-authenticating ideas:
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From the fact that I cannot think of God except as existing, it 
follows that existence is inseparable from God, and hence that he 
really exists. It is not that my thought makes it so, or imposes any 
necessity on any thing; on the contrary, it is the necessity of the thing 
itself, namely the existence of God, which determines my thinking 
in this respect. For I am not free to think of God without existence 
(that is, a supremely perfect being without a supreme perfection) 
as I am free to imagine a horse with or without wings. (1984, 46)

To simplify things, I will assume that this Anselm-like argument 
succeeds in proving God’s existence (for a discussion, see Tweyman 
1988). I am interested only in the epistemological or cognitive service 
which a contemplation of His benevolence is supposed to accomplish.

Descartes is convinced that God would never deceive us. Proceed-
ing from that conviction, we can be confident—indeed certain—that 
the clear and distinct ideas we contemplate in formal disciplines like 
geometry obtain. On the further assumption that the external mate-
rial world is nothing but extended geometrical space (see Descartes 
1985, 90–92), this non-deceptive recollection ensures that we can 
know matter as well. Alas, according to Descartes, the epistemological 
benefits that God’s existence affords extend only to theists. I disagree.

The starting assumption about non-deception is already wobbly. 
Descartes affirms that God “cannot be a deceiver, since it is manifest by 
the natural light that all fraud and deception depend on some defect” 
(1984, 35). However, Descartes’s talk of a “defect” depends on a very 
selective reading of the notion of “deception.” Strictly speaking, decep-
tion occurs whenever interpretation takes a sign-vehicle to stand in a 
relation to an object, when in fact that relation binds the sign-vehicle 
to another object. Deception can therefore be a benign semiotic pattern 
devoid of intention and malice. For instance, an insect fortuitously 
profiting from inherited twig-like camouflage is deceiving its predator, 
but it is not obvious that a privation or moral flaw is involved (see 
Mitchell and Thompson 1986). Likewise, a parent who knows that a 
child will inevitably perish from a fatal disease can deceive the child 
into thinking that all is well—and do this out of love. Hence, more 
needs to be said in defence of the (supposedly “manifest”) claim that 
an omnipotent/omniscient Being would necessarily be non-deceptive.

The predator that mistakes an insect for a twig may be “deceived” 
in an amoral way, but this deception still comes at an epistemologi-
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cal cost, since it makes the predator miss something that it sought. 
Likewise, when a human mind is deceived, its search for knowledge 
is curtailed. In the Fourth Set of Replies, Descartes emphasizes that “I 
must understand the thing well enough to know that my understand-
ing is complete” (1985, 156). Even if we allow that God might fool 
us in the name of paternalism, a sliver of deception would suffice to 
ruin this aspiration of complete understanding.

Descartes’s goal, then, is to “show how it is possible to lead the 
mind, step by step, away from its usual way of knowing to a kind of 
knowledge that is very difficult to achieve but, once realized, is such 
that its benefits last a lifetime” (Clarke 2003, 88). To achieve this, 
Descartes recommends that we make one inference at a time.

This step by step approach is meant to foster coherence. It is co-
herent, for example, to hold that ‘Lucy loves John’ and ‘John is loved 
by Lucy.’ Of course, propositions like these must cohere with other 
propositions as they come into view. However, demanding holistic 
coherence would be too much, since human minds simply cannot 
fathom the whole of their knowledge—much less the entire body of 
truths that holds in the universe. Presumably, God alone is capable 
of taking in this totality at a glance. Descartes’s seventh rule for the 
direction of the mind nevertheless requires that everything one knows 
be “surveyed in a continuous and wholly uninterrupted sweep of 
thought” (1985, 25). When we try to implement this rule, though, we 
hit a wall, since our non-inferential intake is limited to 7 ± 2 items in 
most humans (Miller 1956). This means that, if one glances at objects 
placed atop a table, one can notice between 5 and 9 items; but beyond 
that, one needs a notepad. We might debate the exact number, but 
the very notion of “memory” seems to imply that the class of things 
known is greater than the class of things (currently) thought.

Descartes’s introspective investigations bear this out, as in the 
sixth meditation he reports that he can imagine three-sided figures 
but not thousand-sided ones (1984, 50–51). Thus, as an accom-
plished geometer who routinely used pen and paper to carry out 
lengthy proofs, Descartes was sensitive to the fact that the human 
mind must employ semiotic aids in order to overcome its cognitive 
limitations. Descartes’s eleventh rule asks us to “run through [simple 
propositions] in a continuous and completely uninterrupted train 
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of thought, to reflect on their relations to one another, and to form 
a distinct and, as far as possible, simultaneous conception of several 
of them” (1985, 37). The qualification “as far as possible” hints at 
our mnemonic restrictions. It thus became crucial for Descartes to 
ensure that established conclusions not be thrown back into doubt 
every time they are recalled. A leash that would let the Meditations’ 
narrator roam only seven steps away from the core axioms of the self 
and God would be too restrictive.

In the end, Descartes secures the reliability of memory (and thus 
the free range of thought) by invoking God’s non-deceptive nature. 
Descartes reassures himself that “as long as I remember that I clearly 
and distinctly perceived [that God exists], . . . I have knowledge not 
just of this matter, but of all matters which I remember ever having 
demonstrated” (1984, 48). We can label this the “mnemonic func-
tion of God” or MFG thesis. Thanks to the MFG, one can employ a 
proven conclusion in isolation.

For Believers Only?
Human minds cannot consciously view all of their knowledge at once, 
so God extends our intellectual reach by guaranteeing that our recol-
lections are reliable. This does not spare humans the argumentative 
toil. Indeed, Descartes stresses that “when I said that we can know 
nothing for certain until we are aware that God exists, I expressly 
declared that I was speaking only of knowledge of those conclusions 
which can be recalled when we are no longer attending to the argu-
ments by means of which we deduced them” (1984, 100). Yet, given 
that God exists and could not be anything but benevolent, one can 
safely recall previously established proofs without fear of deception. 
God renders complex disciplines like geometry possible.

Descartes denies that an atheist could have access to the resources 
afforded by God. Responding to objections raised by Martin Mersenne 
in the Second Set of Replies, Descartes maintains that an atheist geom-
eter would not really possess a firm grasp of the field she professes to 
study. This makes theism into an essential commitment of geometry. 
A practioner of that craft who fails to appreciate God’s self-evident 
existence, whether by willful disregard or lack of perspicuity, can have 
access only to “moral” certainty, not “absolute” certainty.
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I can understand why Descartes would maintain this. Still, I 
think that the remarks he makes in the Second Set of Replies about the 
epistemological shortcomings of atheism miss their target. Specifically, 
I question whether an acknowledgement of God’s existence is truly 
needed to reap the benefits of the MFG. Had Descartes maintained 
that God’s existence is necessary for the truths of geometry to go 
through, his argument would have been more solid. There is, however, 
a supplementary claim being made, namely that a thinking subject 
must in addition assent to that Godly existence for its powers of con-
firmation to come into play. Let us call this supplementary constraint 
the “doxastic clause” (or DC). The DC stipulates that belief in God’s 
existence is a necessary condition of the MFG.

The tension at hand can become more tangible when we recast 
it in the following terms. What Descartes is saying, in effect, is that 
God’s existence is capable of letting us transgress the cognitive limits 
of what we can immediately apprehend. Yet, this Godly existence is 
somehow impotent to minister its beneficial effects unless a humble 
subject adds to it the affirmation “It is so.” The issue, then, turns 
on the atheist’s acquiescence, since it is only when she decides to 
acknowledge with sincerity that God exists that His mnemonic func-
tion becomes operative.

Given the all-powerful scope attributed to God, there is some-
thing peculiar about letting a single person’s refusal veto one of God’s 
features, in this case His ability to facilitate the non-deceptive recol-
lection of deductively-drawn conclusions. The DC essentially lets the 
atheist have the last word on whether or not the benefits of MFG can 
be deployed. This seems to imply a privation in the Person of God, 
but such failings are said to be proscribed by the very idea of an all-
powerful deity. In lieu of this, a more prosaic stance would be to say, 
in effect: “It’s a good thing that I have found out why geometry is 
indubitably true, otherwise geometers could not have been credited 
with knowledge. Now I know why this science is so fecund, even when 
performed by atheists.”

Since, according to the theist, God is not a mere figure of lore but 
is supposed to exist regardless of whether or not anybody recognizes the 
fact, there is no contradiction in supposing an atheist to be capable of 
profiting from God’s munificence while refusing to credit Him for it. 
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The very presence—nay, conceivability—of such a thing as an atheist 
fruitfully going about her daily life should compel the theist to recognize 
that God Himself is not bothered by the idea of free riders. What I 
recommend, then, is a removal of Descartes’s tendentious contention 
which says that in order for a person to avail herself of the mnemonic 
resources afforded by God’s existence, she must in addition pledge al-
legiance to theism. All geometers, on this revised view, can successfully 
recall their proofs without fear of deception. Stated otherwise, I think 
the MFG thesis can stand on its own, without the DC.

When It Is Not Up to Us
In order to expand on this way of viewing the situation, it might be 
helpful to explore an example less controversial than God’s existence. 
Consider Christian Goldbach’s famous conjecture. Goldbach, an 
eighteenth-century German mathematician, surmised that every 
even number greater than two is the sum of two primes. Goldbach’s 
conjecture has attracted the attention of philosophers because, even 
though his claim is intuitively plausible, no one has yet produced an 
ironclad mathematical demonstration that it is true.

Suppose, then, that in some not-too-distant future, a brilliant 
mathematician manages to prove, through rigorous deductive reasoning, 
that Goldbach’s hypothesis indeed bears out for every even number 
greater than two. This would be rightly prized as an important dis-
covery. Yet, the term “discovery” here raises an interesting ontological 
question. Specifically, we may ask whether the proof of Goldbach’s 
conjecture exposed something that was in principle available all along, 
or whether it introduced something genuinely new.

In a sense, the latter response is trivially true: the proof is novel. 
What’s at stake here is more substantial. The issue concerns the do-
main—whatever it is—modeled by the proof. Did our imaginary math-
ematical genius simply devise an ingenious algorithmic rule allowing us 
to churn out, for any determinate input, a corresponding determinate 
output? If so, it would seem that the sole merit of the accomplishment 
lies in its ability to spare us tedious case-by-case computations. Yet, 
does not the very fecundity of the law-like regularity—the shorthand 
formula where there was once only counting—attest to the fact that 
Goldbach’s conjecture latches onto something which, in some suitable 
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sense of “exist,” existed prior to its discovery? Answering this in the 
affirmative is tantamount to saying that, however one wants to gloss 
the metaphysics, the proof of Goldbach’s conjecture is currently with 
us, even though we have not yet discovered it.

On the day when a mathematical genius presents to the world her 
proof of Goldbach’s conjecture, we don’t want to say that she produces 
a mere parlor trick that owes its expediency only to the cleverness of its 
maker. No, we will want to frame the event as a discovery that gives us 
access to a firm truth. To be sure, alternative interpretations are avail-
able. But, it seems right to say that one cannot hold that (1) a priori 
inquiries like geometry and mathematics are paradigmatic exemplars of 
knowledge, and (2) Goldbach’s conjecture was untrue until the day it 
was proven. Surely the rationalist will want to endorse 1 and reject 2.

Descartes’s philosophy strives to emulate geometry and mathemat-
ics. To say that the truths of geometry and mathematics are eternal is 
to affirm that their existence stretches in both diachronic directions, 
past and future. They are thus in principle available to anybody in 
any epoch, so any failure to grasp them must be attributed to us. Fail-
ing to see clearly and distinctly that something is necessarily true is a 
shortcoming that leaves the truth in question singularly unaffected. 
The relevance of this example for the MFG is obvious. I maintain that 
this mnemonic function does not depend on whether or not the person 
profiting from it actually believes in the existence of God. Of course, 
it doesn’t hurt the MFG to augment it with the DC. But, I submit 
that, just as the rationalist must hold that Goldbach’s conjecture is 
in itself true or false regardless of our ability to produce a satisfactory 
proof or disproof of it, so the MFG is operative irrespective of any 
personal conviction that it is operative.

If we ask what God’s existence accomplishes, the answer is 
straightforward: according to Descartes, He safeguards deductive 
demonstrations via His non-deceptive nature. If we ask what belief in 
God’s existence does, we get a much less substantial answer: at best, 
it brings the believer a sense of peace and confidence, insofar as she 
knows why her past demonstrations still have sway. That’s not a bad 
thing. But, the presence or absence of belief does not alter the first 
consideration, which obtains either way. Read the other way round, 
we can say that one need not know something in order to use it. So, 
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the atheist can call on her memory of prior geometrical demonstra-
tions, even though she may have a different account (or no account 
at all) for why this recollection is trustworthy.

To offer a further analogy that none of us can escape, it may be 
helpful to note that no one has any inkling where the species-specific 
faculty of language comes from. Even so, we routinely use language 
with great profit. Should we hold that the entire body of fictional and 
non-fictional world literature is not legitimate until and unless we get 
a satisfactory explanation of where our scribblings came from? Unlike 
Goldbach’s conjecture, there is clearly an answer to this query. We need not 
know the actual origin of language to know that it must have an origin.

Now, if a linguist did discover how human language arose yet 
didn’t share her findings with anyone else, this lone discovery would 
merely confirm that there was a real basis all along—even though no 
one but that linguist would be privy to it. But, what would we make 
of this same linguist if she, in a manner akin to Descartes, thought 
that only those who know the origins of language can truly use lan-
guage? Surely we would scoff at such a suggestion. The DC should 
be viewed in the same light.

We Can Depend on the Mind-Independent
Descartes characterizes the atheist as someone who thinks that “he 
has demonstrations to prove that there is no God” (1984, 101). Yet, 
the atheist can also be someone who simply does not experience the 
compelling power that others feel when contemplating a proof of 
God’s existence. She may also be someone who would assent but has 
not yet come into contact with such an argument. In the first instance, 
we would have the equivalent of someone who is taught the newly-
discovered proof of Goldbach’s conjecture yet fails to “get it.” In the 
second instance, we would have someone who simply does not know 
how to prove Goldbach’s conjecture—which is our shared predicament 
at the moment. In neither instance do we find an active attempt to 
“disprove” Goldbach’s conjecture. Maybe there is a militant fringe of 
atheists that looks for inventive proofs of God’s inexistence, but the 
stance itself is not defined by this.

As the Descartes scholar Georges Moyal (2005, 278) notes, 
in the end, atheist and theist geometers go about their business in 
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exactly the same way. So, the conclusions recollected by the atheist 
geometer are not in the least occult or controversial. What is at stake 
is the speculative fear that, when recalled at a later time, a source of 
deception might intervene. According to Descartes, one party’s lack 
of religious conviction gives it access only to adulterated epistemic 
goods, while the other party enjoys a monopolistic hold on a method 
of mnemonic preservation. Given this, one would expect atheists who 
undertake geometry to founder at some point. Yet, many different 
geometers with many different beliefs have surpassed Descartes in 
their achievements. Some think that they are merely agreeing with 
a group of initiated practitioners about how to manipulate empty 
symbols. Still others think they are communing with incorruptible 
Platonic verities. Euclid certainly was not a Christian. The archaic 
terminology of “moral” and “absolute” certainty is thus a particularly 
unhappy one, since the stances of atheistic and theistic geometers are 
absolutely identical when rigorously considered, such that whatever 
excess the theistic stance manifests is moral.

By maintaining that an atheist cannot possess genuine knowledge 
of geometry, Descartes has ostensibly been carried away by his personal 
sense of having grasped an important fact about God and His relation 
to human knowledge. However, when Descartes requires each of us to 
experience a revelation similar to the one he arrived at in the Medita-
tions, he effectively undermines his contention that God is not a mere 
social construct but enjoys independent existence. Indeed, Descartes 
states in no uncertain terms that “It is not that my thought makes it 
so” (1984, 46). So, if thinking of X is not what makes X real, then 
those not thinking of X can enjoy the fruits of X. Placebo and nocebo 
effects show that conviction has a distinctive sort of efficacy. But, it is 
vitamin C, not our knowledge of vitamin C, which has health benefits.

Conclusion
In a way, the stance that I have advocated takes theism more seriously 
than Descartes does. Mind-independence is indeed the hallmark of 
the real, but endorsing the oft-repeated declaration that “God ex-
ists” means owning up to the fact that His government over human 
affairs—in this case the quest to systematically understand spatial 
extension—can proceed just fine without anybody adding to it an 
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extra layer of religious sentiment. Moyal (2005, 281) remarks that the 
atheist geometer can make the following move: the belief of my theist 
colleague(s) secures my proofs too. Moyal dismisses this as a mere jest 
(“boutade”), but I am suggesting that the move is viable.

Of course, the geometer who thinks that her work is protected 
by a non-deceptive Overseer likely goes about her business with extra 
zest. However, it is not a matter of whether the theist holds her belief 
with conviction or not, but of whether what the theist refers to by 
“God” in point of fact exists or not. If that expression indeed picks 
out something real, then the Godly benefits will be there, with or 
without the extra gratitude.
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RESUMEN 

El funcionalismo respecto a la verdad es una tesis propuesta por Michael Lynch 
según la cual la verdad tiene diferentes formas de manifestarse que sin embargo contie-
nen suficiente unidad como para evitar el pluralismo a secas.  Es una tesis con muchas 
virtudes.  No obstante, dado que la estrategia de “la unidad en la diferencia” de Lynch 
podría aplicarse a otros debates, mostraré que su argumentación sirve para solucionar, no 
sólo la controversia acerca de la verdad, sino cualquier controversia generada por una 
pregunta del tipo “¿qué es X?” 
 
PALABRAS CLAVE: verdad, funcionalismo, argumento. 
 
ABSTRACT  

Alethic functionalism, as propounded by Michael Lynch, is the view that there are 
different ways to be true, but that these differences nevertheless contain enough unity to 
forestall outright pluralism. This view has many virtues. Yet, since one could conceivably 
apply Lynch’s “one and many” strategy to other debates, I try to show how his argumen-
tative steps can be used to solve—not just the controversy pertaining to truth—but any 
controversy that surrounds a “What is X?” question. 
 
KEYWORDS: Truth; Functionalism; Argument. 
 
 

I 
 

Functionalism, in philosophy of mind, is motivated in part by the 
idea that two creatures from different species could exhibit all the mark-
ers of pain, without having the same brain configuration and/or physical 
makeup [Putnam (1975), p. 436]. Drawing inspiration from philosophy 
of mind, Michael Lynch (2004) proposes that “truth” is a common func-
tion, realized differently in different discursive domains. There are pre-
sumably scientific truths, ethical truths, mathematical truths, aesthetic 



30                                                                                     Marc Champagne 

 

truths, and so on. Even so, these varieties are said to share a set of core 
features. Thus, armed with the functionalist notion of multiple realizability, 
Lynch holds that “[w]e can be monists about the concept of truth while 
being pluralists about its underlying nature” [Lynch (2001b), p. 727]. 

Yet, one can ask whether there is any principled way to stop one 
from making a similar “one and many” move to resolve other disagree-
ments. I do not think there is, so I will try to show how the generic steps 
of Lynch’s argumentation can yield a solution to any philosophical con-
troversy –– not just the controversy pertaining to truth. 

This wide applicability can be grounds to suspect that something is 
amiss in Lynch’s proposal. Indeed, one could argue that the functionalist 
arguments developed by Lynch, once generalized, become too successful. 
A modest reductio ad absurdum critique would show that the consequence 
of wide applicability is unpalatable/improbable, whereas a more ambi-
tious reductio would show that the consequence is contradictory. I will at-
tempt neither of those things. While I find the wide applicability of 
alethic functionalism to be absurd (in the modest sense just outlined), my 
title quarantines that adjective in parentheses and guards it with a ques-
tion mark. I will conclude by gesturing at what I think might be wrong. 
But, as far as the bulk of this article is concerned, maybe a “one and 
many” stance can settle every debate. 
 
 

II 
 

According to Lynch, the realizers of truth “are always realizers for a 
discourse” [Lynch (2001b), p. 741; emphasis in original]. Lynch believes 
that most theories of truth eventually founder because they try to impose 
their account on inapt discursive domains. On his diagnosis, the major 
theories of truth tend to over-exploit a limited range of examples (e.g., 
“The cat is on the mat”) at the expense of more challenging cases drawn 
from other domains. Lynch thus maintains that “[t]he usual options [...] 
differ chiefly in the intuitions they privilege” [Lynch (2011), p. 2]. It is not 
so much that traditional theories like correspondence and coherence are 
wrong in what they advocate. Rather, they are wrong in inferring that since 
what they advocate works so well for one particular area, it ought to apply 
across the board. Following Cory Wright (2012), p. 89, we can call this the 
uniformity assumption. An alethic functionalist rejects this assumption. 

Discarding the uniformity assumption does not entail relinquishing 
uniformity altogether. Lynch argues that we should fashion a theory that 
i) respects the diversity of truth claims, while ii) holding on to the com-
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mitments that these claims purportedly share. From a programmatic 
standpoint, then, alethic functionalism purports to have gleaned an im-
portant lesson from past attempts to define truth — which in turn allows 
it to overcome their respective shortcomings. According to Lynch, “[e]ven 
partisans must acknowledge that both intuitions – about diversity and uni-
ty – are pre-theoretically appealing” [Lynch (2011), p. 2]. It is the business 
of the alethic functionalist to achieve this balance of diversity and unity. 

Lynch hopes that, by watering down expectations about what con-
stitutes the nature of truth, he will find a consensus that drives a skewer 
through all the theoretical candidates, without exception. The mere fact 
that contenders are seen as contenders, Lynch (2001b), p. 725 argues, 
speaks their enjoying a minimal unity. Lynch, who has edited an antholo-
gy on truth (2001a), induces three “core truisms” from all the debates: 
truths are mind-independent, correct to believe, and usually a worthy 
goal of inquiry [Lynch (2011), pp. 8-12, 70]. These are, in his words, 
“platitudes” we can presumably all agree on. They are said to square not 
just with specialized philosophical usage, but with folk beliefs as well (alt-
hough, in fairness, Lynch never offers any experimental support for this). 

Lynch stresses that anyone who would dissent from this short list 
of truisms would, by that very dissension, be confessing an interest in 
some topic other than truth [Lynch (2011), p. 13]. As we shall see, this 
ends up having considerable strategic value. In any event, the rest is left 
open to debate: the principle of bivalence, for instance, is regarded by 
Lynch as an optional commitment [ibid., p. 16]. The truisms are never-
theless meant to prevent the pluralist element from devolving into out-
right relativism, which Lynch calls “simple alethic pluralism” [ibid., p. 54]. 

The alethic functionalist believes that truth can be multiply realized. 
In his more recent work, Lynch prefers to speak of truth as being “mani-
fested” in different contexts. He writes that “[t]ruth is many because dif-
ferent properties may manifest truth in distinct domains of inquiry. [...] 
Truth is one because there is a single property so manifested, and ‘truth’ 
rigidly names that property” [ibid., p. 78]. Hence, just as pain can be real-
ized in mammals and molluscs, so can truth be realized in normative and 
descriptive contexts alike. 

Lynch contends that “it is obvious that the proposition that two 
and two are four is fundamentally different in kind than the proposition 
that torture is wrong. But making out what this difference consists in is 
hardly the sole job of the functionalist about truth” [Lynch (2011), p. 79]. 
In keeping with the biconditional schema, the erasure of quotation marks 
is supposed to allow one to glean the relevant truth conditions. “Picasso 
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is the greatest painter” is true if and only if Picasso is the greatest painter, 
“There is an elephant in Montreal” is true if and only if there is an ele-
phant in Montreal,” “Witches are wicked” is true if and only if witches are 
wicked, and so on. This shows the laxity afforded by the “many” portion 
of the functionalist account: so long as a given proposition asserts some-
thing, either directly or at a remove [ibid., p. 130-131], it will be considered 
truth-apt (which of course does not mean that the proposition in question 
will turn out to be true). 

If Lynch is right, then apart from alethic functionalism, every theo-
ry of truth currently on the books has a limited scope. Most theories 
privilege claims about material domains (like cats on mats), but forget to 
accommodate claims about non-material domains (like ethical apprais-
als). The variability of manifestation allowed by Lynch’s functionalism 
means that no constraint whatsoever is placed on the sorts of truths one 
could seek out. “Moral beliefs, for example, might be true, and therefore 
have the contents they have, in virtue of being superwarranted, while be-
liefs about physical objects might be true by corresponding to the facts 
about those objects” [Lynch (2011), p. 50]. 

However, this “scope problem” [Lynch (2011), pp. 32-36] is not 
self-evidently a “problem.” A correspondence theorist, for instance, does 
not dwell on material truth-makers because she neglects or overlooks 
ethics. Rather, she tethers her theory to material truth-makers because 
she thinks that these are the only sort of truth-makers to be had. An eth-
icist may complain that this prevents claims in her domain from ever be-
ing true, but it is not clear why a correspondence theorist should be 
bothered with what lies outside the ambit of her commitments. “What 
we are faced with, then, is a dilemma: either accept the counterexamples 
[...] and expand our account of truth [...] or maintain the naturalness of 
truth by rejecting the counterexamples” [Edwards (2013), p. 395]. Capi-
talizing on reigning trends, Lynch simply favours the first response. 

 
 

III 
 

Looking closely at the arguments used by Lynch to promote alethic 
functionalism, we can extract a generic sequence, almost like a recipe.  

First, take a philosophical debate over the nature of X, which over 
time has splintered into an array of seemingly irreconcilable proposals 
about what X might be. Line these positions up in a neat historical 
queue, so as to stress how far the dialectic has travelled. Then, building 
on an understandable retrospective sense that all avenues have been ex-
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plored with no tangible headway made, suggest, as Lynch does, that 
“[t]he history of attempts to identify the property” of X “has not been a 
happy one” [Lynch (2001b), p. 723]. Like Lynch, one need not provide in-
dependent reasons for rejecting each account of truth, as a mere allusion 
to presumably well-known flaws suffices. Conclude from this impasse that 
“[t]he usual options have come to seem [...] somewhat tired” [Lynch 
(2011), p. 2], such that we now need to reconsider the situation anew. 

It is crucial to acknowledge that past efforts bore some fruit — just 
not enough to settle the issue of what X is in the definitive. This helps 
reassure the proponent of a given theory that she has not wasted her 
time. Still, in order to loosen allegiance to a given -ism and prime the mi-
gration in commitments soon to come, prompt a mild sense of meth-
odological guilt by calling attention to the fact that proponents of a 
previous theory of X have tended to privilege some examples over oth-
ers, and have issued far too many promissory notes. Clearly, if the theory 
in question was truly robust, it would not have shied away from engaging 
with more challenging case studies, nor would it have failed to carry out 
its programmatic ambitions by now. 

Once confidence in the addressee’s favoured position has been 
suitably undermined, recommend a fresh start, beginning only with the 
most secure basics. A fresh look at the X question having been granted, 
catalogue a host of platitudinous observations about X. These platitudes 
must be carefully chosen, since each must fit without resistance in the 
following: “Surely no one would deny that to be X is to be [fill in blank].” 
Successfully negotiating this step requires an intimate familiarity with the 
major proposals on the issue. Even so, the functionalist needs a backup 
tool to help her brush aside potential disagreement with her chosen tru-
isms. Lynch, as we saw, has an effective one: mention in an open-minded 
tone that anyone is free to disagree — yet insist with firmness that those 
who do not acquiesce before the list of truisms do so at the price of 
“changing the subject” [Lynch (2011), p. 13] from X to something else. 
With this exclusionary clause in place, real disagreement promises to 
pose no obstacle. 

Once a consensual core of unity has been induced from extant de-
bates, propose that X is “realized” or “manifested” in multiple ways, 
such that apparent disagreements between thinkers are in fact just sur-
face symptoms of differing domain emphases, wrongly taken as para-
mount. Since all participants in the debate were discussing the common 
topic X, stress that there was a latent form of unity which, until now, 
went unseen, such that “most players in the contemporary debates over 



34                                                                                     Marc Champagne 

 

[X] share an unnoticed allegiance to a certain type of monism” [Lynch 
(2001b), p. 725]. 

Just in case this unification begins to clash with the sense of historical 
despair fostered earlier, the functionalist must stand ready to answer those 
who conclude that X has no nature. Since such a “deflationary” stance has 
become “[t]he new orthodoxy” [Lynch (2011), p. 4], it requires special at-
tention before being discarded. Strategies that can be used to achieve this 
include (but are not limited to): asking whether one can coherently state 
such cynical misgivings at all [ibid., p. 109]; claiming that those who dis-
parage the X question are not in fact talking about X [ibid., p. 110]; re-
proaching dissenters for not “pay[ing] sufficient homage” to the intuitions 
people usually have about X [ibid., p. 110]; and finally issuing a vague 
warning that those who challenge the legitimacy of the topic “must re-
move [X] from the philosopher’s toolbox” [ibid., p. 113]. 

Should one have difficulty articulating the specifics in convincing 
detail, insist that the task of figuring out which manifestation of X is ap-
propriate in a given instance is a difficult accomplishment, and while 
“[f]unctionalism does not dictate in advance how [X] will be realized in 
various discourses” the theory may nevertheless “act as a neutral frame 
for a less reductive picture [...]” [Lynch (2001b), pp. 745-746]. 

Alethic functionalism thus exhibits a high degree of resilience. 
Looking at the past, present, and future, either a new piece of infor-
mation is absorbed by the alethic functionalist, or it is relegated to an-
other topic. What if an unforeseen account of truth should surface in the 
future? Suppose, for example, that philosophers inspired by the study of 
so-called “memes” come to think of truth in terms of replication, such 
that we eventually see “replicationism” emerge as a new option alongside 
staples like “pragmatism,” “coherentism,” etc. In keeping with the argu-
mentative instructions that have just been laid out, the alethic functional-
ist could argue that a replicationist account of truth, while ill-equipped to 
account for some cases (say, singular truth-bearers that do not involve 
any chain or series), is nevertheless well-suited to study certain objects. It 
is just a matter of matching the right theory to the right domain. Hence, 
a novel account of truth would add more grist to the functionalist mill. 

Of course, a new theory of truth would have to agree with the core 
truisms and the biconditional schema [Lynch (2004), pp. 405-406]. Yet, 
even these could conceivably be modified in order to save the function-
alist account. The truisms, according to Lynch, are supposed to reflect a 
certain portion of our actual truth talk. Given this journalistic recording 
of “historically prominent folk truisms” [Lynch (2011), p. 13], the results 
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gleaned could change, were the inductive base to undergo sufficient 
change. Indeed, “the informality of platitudes increases the base of ad-
missible information” in a way that “would otherwise be omitted in a 
more stringent analysis of only necessary and sufficient conditions” 
[Wright (2005), p. 12]. It might be, for example, that we as speakers come 
to reject the idea that true beliefs are a worthy goal of inquiry. In that case, 
the functionalist account would still survive, provided it trimmed its tru-
isms to reflect this. This contingent inquiry into linguistic practices thus al-
lows for ample revisions. 

Not only is the “one” portion flexible, the “many” manifestations 
of truth are also flexible. If a given theory of truth currently under the 
umbrella of Lynch’s account were to suddenly lose all of its credibility, 
the functionalist framework would nevertheless emerge unscathed. In 
fact, entire discursive domains could presumably open and close while 
the functionalist account remains standing. We see, then, why and how 
“functional specifications are easy to proliferate—formally speaking, one 
need only begin altering the identity- and truth-conditions of the content 
constituting them” [Wright (2010), p. 282]. 
 
 

IV 
 

I think that, because the placeholder “X” could be replaced with 
any object of philosophical controversy, the recipe that I have just out-
lined can solve more problems than Lynch realizes. So, to illustrate func-
tionalism’s (absurdly?) wide applicability, I now want to apply Lynch’s 
argumentative steps to another case, namely “What is philosophy?” 

It is widely accepted that, “[w]here the predication of distinct kinds 
of truth entails variability in our use of the term ‘true,’ strong alethic plu-
ralism amounts to the promotion of a polysemic account of truth” [Wright 
(2005), p. 8]. Accounts of philosophy certainly seem plagued by a similar 
polysemy. Depending on who one asks, “What is philosophy?” gets the 
following answers: philosophy is the clarification of linguistic confusion, 
philosophy is the love of wisdom, philosophy is the attempt to under-
stand the success of science, philosophy is the handmaiden of theology, 
philosophy is a preparation for death, and so on. 

In a move reminiscent of deflationism, Richard Rorty (1978) re-
sponded to this eclecticism by saying that, while we can certainly track 
how the signifier “philosophy” contingently drifted through Western cul-
tures over time, looking for some common signified or essence would be 
misguided. The functionalist could reply that, just as pain can be realized 
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in mammals and molluscs, so can philosophical activity be realized in ar-
tistic and scientific domains alike. Using Lynch’s moves, one could claim 
that functionalism succeeds in accounting for the elusive nature of phi-
losophy “without committing the serious blunder of identifying” philoso-
phy with a property that stays constant “across the board” [Lynch (2011), 
p. 180]. Let us therefore see how the “one and many” recipe could explain 
this case. 

Taking our clue from Lynch, the first step is to remark how debates 
over the nature of philosophy have splintered into an array of seemingly 
irreconcilable proposals. Building on an understandable sense that all av-
enues have been explored with no tangible headway made, we can call at-
tention to the fact that proponents of a given theory tend to privilege 
some examples over others. Indeed, adherents to analytical definitions of 
philosophy are unlikely to consider voluntary starvation and self-
immolation [Bradatan (2015)], just as adherents to life-style definitions of 
philosophy are unlikely to consider analyses of the words “this” and 
“that” [Kaplan (1979)]. Clearly, if a candidate definition were truly robust, 
it would not ignore examples that challenge it. What is needed, then, is a 
fresh start, beginning only with the most secure basics. 

The next step is to catalogue a host of platitudinous observations 
about X, in this case philosophy. One must be familiar with the major 
proposals to select this handful of truisms. But, as a tentative list, surely 
no one would deny that philosophy is 1) conducted by humans, 2) ex-
pressed in language, 3) important to many people, 4) demanding, 5) re-
lated to argumentation. These “platitudes” try to square, not just with 
specialized usage, but with folk usage as well (although, like Lynch, I will 
not offer any experimental evidence to support this). 

Picking the right set of truisms is probably the hardest step, since 
some people are always bound to disagree. For instance, what if one points 
to the fact that some philosophers like Diogenes the Cynic or Jacques 
Derrida have refused to argue for their views, thereby rejecting truism (5)? 
Lynch, as we saw, has an effective response to such a challenge: mention 
in an open-minded tone that anyone is free to disagree — yet insist with 
firmness that those who do not acquiesce before the aforementioned 
truisms do so at the price of “changing the subject” from X to some-
thing else. So, following Lynch, we can stress that anyone who would 
dissent from our short list of truisms about philosophy would, by that 
very dissension, be confessing an interest in some topic other than phi-
losophy. The rest, though, is left open to debate: specific prose style, for 
instance, can be regarded as an optional commitment. Paraphrasing 
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Lynch, we can hold that “it is obvious that [a preparation for death] is 
fundamentally different in kind than [a justification of science]. But mak-
ing out what this difference consists in is hardly the sole job of the func-
tionalist about [philosophy]” [Lynch (2011), p. 79]. 

What if an unforeseen account of philosophy should surface in the 
future? Recently, philosophers inspired by the methods of the social sci-
ences have come to think of philosophy in terms of experimentation, 
such that we now see “experimental philosophy” (or “X-Phi”) emerge as 
a new option alongside staples like analysis, love of wisdom, etc. In keep-
ing with the generic argumentative pattern used to defend alethic func-
tionalism, one could argue that this new experimentalist account of 
philosophy, while ill-equipped to account for some cases (say, claims that 
lie on the “ought” side of the is/ought distinction), is nevertheless well-
suited to study certain objects. It is just a matter of matching the right 
theory to the right discourse. 

Of course, any new theory of philosophy would have to agree with 
the core truisms that I have identified. Yet, even these could conceivably 
be modified in order to save the functionalist account of philosophy. 
The five truisms are supposed to reflect our actual talk about philosophy. 
Because the list is gleaned by induction, it could change, were its induc-
tive base to undergo sufficient change. It might be, for example, that phi-
losophers eventually come to reject the idea that expression in language 
is an essential part of their craft. In that case, the functionalist account 
could still survive, provided it trims its truisms to reflect this. Also, if a 
given take on philosophy were to suddenly lose all its credibility, the 
functionalist framework would emerge unscathed. As mentioned, func-
tionalism is highly flexible. 
 
 

V 
 

Is all of this right? Has the notion of multiple realizability really al-
lowed me to solve the long-standing debate over the nature of philoso-
phy? If I had to bet, I would say that an error in reasoning is more likely 
than a functionalist panacea. Hence, to my mind, the unforeseen conse-
quence of wide applicability should prompt a recoil — a healthy suspi-
cion that something must have gone wrong. 

What might this error be? Shapiro writes: “Surely, the functionalist 
takes the functionalist theory to be true. What is its truth-realizer?” 
[Shapiro (2011), p. 44]. Leaving this interesting bootstrapping to the side, 
I would flag a sensible maxim that can easily generate a false sense of 
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success: either there are different views on a common topic or, if the differences are too 
deep, there are different topics. Obeying this simple disjunction can easily fool 
one into thinking that one has unearthed a triumphant solution. 

As we have seen, unusual cases like Diogenes and Derrida cannot 
topple a truism about philosophy requiring argumentation, because the 
very failure to realize this core truism ejects those figures from the rank 
of philosophers. Yet, even with these ejections, philosophy remains in-
credibly diverse. This ought not bother the functionalist however, since 
the mere fact that rivals rally under a common banner shows that a com-
mon ground can be had: “After all, the idea that there is more than one 
way for propositions to be true just implies that there is something these 
ways have in common that makes them all worth calling ‘ways of being 
true’” [Lynch (2005), p. 42]. That may be, but topical unity – which can be 
glossed merely as membership to an arbitrarily assembled set [Pedersen 
(2010), p. 94] – is arguably the least interesting sort of unity to be had. It 
is uninformative, then, for Lynch to assert that “most players in the con-
temporary debates over truth share an unnoticed allegiance to a certain 
type of monism” [Lynch (2001b), p. 725]. Of course they do –– if we re-
lax monism enough. 

A major selling point of alethic functionalism, according to Lynch, 
is that it does not require one to abandon any theory, provided that one 
recognizes the domain-specific limitations of that theory. Yet, a falsifica-
tionist reflex in me is not overly impressed by what a theory includes, 
since I also want to be told what it excludes/forbids. With its shifting 
admixture of monism and pluralism and relegation of all serious chal-
lenges as off-topic, it is hard to see how alethic functionalism could ever 
be shown wrong. 

Now, for all I know, my (bracketed) sense that this is absurd might 
itself be wrong, and rallying all disagreeing parties with multiply realized 
truisms might well turn out to be a panacea. Either way, this would make 
the wide applicability of functionalism worthy of further scrutiny. 
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Abstract Robert Brandom holds that what we mean is best understood in terms of
what inferences we are prepared to defend, and that such a defence is best understood
in terms of rule-governed social interactions. This manages to explain quite a lot.
However, for those who think that there is more to making correct/incorrect inferences
than obeying/breaking accepted rules, Brandom’s account fails to adequately capture
what it means to reason properly. Thus, in an effort to sketch an alternative that does not
rely primarily on peer pressure, I draw on the work of C. S. Peirce. Peirce argued that,
when we reason, we manipulate abstract diagrams in order to observe what results.
Since some manipulations are barred by the self-same nature of the diagrams, I try
to show that this qualitative incompatibility, which I dub “contrapiction,” is a good
(non-social) reason to regard some reasoning as bad.

Contra Rorty, we cannot do everything—and more—with the Wittgensteinian notion of language-game
that the pragmatists were trying to do with experience.

Vincent Colapietro (2010, p. 20)

1 Introduction

Failure to live up to social expectations can have undesirable consequences. In that
regard, some normativity undoubtedly comes fromour peers. Building on this, Richard
Rorty suggested, quite provocatively to many ears, that “there are no constraints on
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inquiry save conversational ones” (1982, p. 165). Brandom, however, has tried to take
the edge off of his teacher’s reliance on social accountability. Knowing is, according to
Brandom (1994), a preparedness to defend the inferences implicit in one’s assertion(s).
This is considered pragmatist (or “expressivist”) because it is only by “doing” certain
licensed things in public contexts that a subject becomes entitled to what she asserts.
Yet, if Brandom is right that reasoning is normative and that “[a]ll normative statuses
are in the end social statuses, the products of reciprocal recognition” (in Williams
2013, p. 379; see Brandom 2009, pp. 52–77), then his account leaves us unable to
distinguish a valid rule of logic from a permissible spell of Dungeons and Dragons.

Clearly, justifications that employ proper logic tend to attract a greater consensus
among whoever interprets them. The question is: why? Turning to social consensus
in order to explain such a consensus would beg the question. I have no doubt that,
for some topics, a circular appeal is germane. However, when it comes to partitioning
good and bad inferential moves, the collective interpretations are ostensibly drawn by
an attractor external to them.

I am not the first to express dissatisfaction with inferentialist accounts. Fodor and
Lepore (1992) argue that, since no two holistic networks of concepts are likely to
be the same, inferential role semantics makes it unlikely that two subjects ever mean
the same thing. There is also a general worry that reliance on rules is susceptible to
a regress (for a prescient statement, see Sellars [1963] 1991, p. 321). Brandom has
developed replies to these and other charges (see Maher 2012, pp. 53–55), but since
the epicycles have gotten quite complex, I propose tomake a fresh start. Breaking from
the neo-pragmatism of Rorty, I propose to take my lead from the classical pragmatism
of Charles S. Peirce.

Peirce suggests that, when we make an inference, “we construct an icon of our
hypothetical state of things and proceed to observe it” (1998, p. 212). What distin-
guishes good and bad inferences, on this view, is our taking stock of certain qualities
exhibited by diagrams. For example, “cuts,” a common device used by Peirce, place
distinct limits on what counts as inside or outside. One can attempt to transgress
these limits, but the sign-vehicles will simply repel conflicting depictions. I propose
to call this repellent “contrapiction.” The familiar Venn diagrams exploit this to prove
categorical syllogisms, but Peirce takes the method further, thereby giving a novel
justification for the normative force of logic.

I will start by looking at the problem of distinguishing between good and bad
reasoning. I will then walk slowly through a case study to show that some qualities
cannot be combined (on paper or “in the mind”). Having done this, I will return to
my starting question and contrast constraints that come from diagrams and those that
come fromother people.My hope is that diagrammatic constraints will provide a better
account for those who think good reasoning involves more than skilful abidance by
established conventions.

2 What distinguishes good and bad reasons?

Brandom is grappling with some “big” questions: What does it mean to be right
and wrong in matters of knowledge? What is the difference between a good and a
bad reason? In sum, what, if anything, gives those labels a normative force? These
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are perennial philosophical questions, but they gain renewed urgency from recent
advances in science.

Aided by symbolic logic, computer science has shown that deductive inferences
(and maybe even inductive inferences; Gillies 2009, pp. 105–107) can be carried out
purely mechanically. Likewise, cognitive scientists have become increasingly capable
of describing various mental functions in purely causal terms. Such results threaten
to expel a dimension of normativity that is (or seems to be) distinctive of human
affairs. Even if we come into this world equipped with an innate disposition to acquire
a language, parents still have to correct children when they misuse a word. This
introduction into a community never really ends, since later on professors correct
students whenever they draw the wrong conclusion from a body of premises. Is there
any sense to these practices?What could possibly make some sounds or written marks
inappropriate? Unless we recapture some plausible grip on a sense of responsibility
that involves more than differential responses, we can no more blame a person for
endorsing a contradiction than we can blame her for sneezing. The human aspiration
to get things right thus becomes justified only by a long and implausible appeal to
evolutionary pressures that are themselves purely causal.

In a way, the issue boils down to a choice between two worldviews, both of which
were expressed by Wilfrid Sellars in his paper “Empiricism and the Philosophy of
Mind.” On the one hand, there is the view that “in the dimension of describing and
explaining the world, science is the measure of all things, of what is that it is, and of
what is not that it is not” (1956, p. 303). This is Sellars’ famous “passage 41.” On the
other hand, there is the view that “in characterizing an episode or a state as that of
knowing, we are not giving an empirical description of that episode or state; we are
placing it in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what
one says” (ibid., pp. 298–299). This is his even more famous “passage 36.”

Using a naturalized noumena/phenomena distinction, Sellars ([1968] 1992, p. 173)
tried to have it both ways. Brandom (2015, pp. 56–87) rejects this distinction, so he
thinks that only the second view about “justifying what one says” does justice to our
situation as rational animals. Although I am less confident than Brandom (2011, pp.
30–31; 2000, p. 14) that language has a discernible core or “downtown,” I agree with
him that giving and asking for reasons is one of the most important games we play.
Since this game includes, but is not limited to, natural science, I agree with Brandom
that Sellars’ passage 36 swallows passage 41.

As Lance points out (2000, p. 119), Sellars and Brandom tend to equate being
rational with making inferences. The basic idea behind inferentialism is that if one
doesn’t know (at least some of) what is implicit in what one says, then one doesn’t
know what one is saying. For instance, if a subject says that a table obstructs the
space between her hand and her knee, then she is implicitly committed to saying that a
detourwould be needed for her to scratch her knee. Failure to know that tables interrupt
sweeping arms would betoken a failure to abide by rule-governed usage. Competent
speakers should therefore stand ready to render explicit the absent premises that make
ordinary dialogue so speedy. Others are keeping score (see Norman 2001), so if one
fails to justify one’s assertions, this will eat away at one’s credibility in a community,
eventually resulting in sanctions of some sort (Brandom 1994, pp. 159–175).
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This is where normativity steps in. If by “table” you mean table, then you should be
prepared to accept a cluster of other commitments.Uponwitnessing your use of aword,
others will expect you to suitably use a cluster of other words. Holism is said to follow,
because “one cannot have any concepts unless one has many concepts” (Brandom
2000, p. 15). By tracking the systematic use of those concepts within a community,
inferentialists hope to do without representations, since “[t]he capacity to use the
underlying descriptive vocabulary can be straightforwardly (indeed, algorithmically)
transformed into the capacity to use conditionals involving that vocabulary” (Brandom
2015, p. 191).

Brandom has given these inferentialist insights an unprecedented level of refine-
ment. I nevertheless feel that, in Brandom’s hands, the term “representation” is a straw
man (a similar criticism has been voiced by McDowell 2009, p. 292). The “represen-
tionalists” he talks about were already concerned with the question of what is a reason
for what. They just looked at the constitution of objects, not the antics of subjects, for
their primary answer.

Like all games, the game of giving and asking for reasons requires players, rules,
a shared understanding, and so on. But, in this inventory, observation tends to be
forgotten. Consider chess. Knowing the rules and playing by those rules is not suffi-
cient, one must also observe the state of the board. Cooperative rules and coordinated
actions are possible precisely because the players triangulate on something beyond
them. I therefore want to argue that, to properly understand what licenses normative
judgements about inferences, we need to apply what Saint-Exupéry said about love:
rational agreement is not looking at each other; it is looking in the same direction.

In ground-breaking papers (Peirce 2015a, b) that have until now influenced debates
through the intermediary of specialists (e.g., Burch 1994; Pietarinen 2011; Roberts
1973; Shin 2002; Sowa 2011; Stjernfelt 2007), C. S. Peirce articulated a sophisticated
account of logic thatmakes reason-giving practices less reliant on conventions. Instead,
the rightness and wrongness of inferences is answerable to a diagram. A “diagram”
is a sign-vehicle whose relations resemble the relations of its object (Peirce 1931–
1958, vol. 2, para. 277). While not observational in the usual sense, scrutiny of such a
relational skeleton counts as evidential (Stjernfelt 2000). Hence, what Brandom calls
“entitlement” comes primarily from the self-same nature of certain signs, not from
the agreement of a linguistic community. I thus want to draw on the work of Peirce to
articulate my view.

3 From philosophy of language to philosophy of signs

Brandom (2015, p. 9) may have begun his academic career by studying Peirce, but
the ideas of “the founding genius of American Pragmatism” (Brandom 2011, p. 37)
barely figure in his account. ReadingBrandom’s (2015, p. 179) disparaging association
of semiotics with Derrida, one would never suspect that Peirce made that discipline
his lifelong preoccupation—and moreover drew on it to substantiate his pragmatist
insights (see Peirce 1998, pp. 398–433).

Brandom’s views (which mistake semiotics with “semiology”) are arguably out of
touch with current developments. Indeed, there is a growing appreciation of Peirce’s
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command of formal technique and respect for objectivity (Misak 2013). Brandom’s
neglect is thus particularly ironic, given that semiotic inquiry never takes apart “seman-
tics,” “syntactics,” and “pragmatics”—an untenable division that was introduced at the
height of logical positivism (see the 1938 essay in Morris 1971, pp. 13–71). Interest-
ingly, despite juggling those three terms throughout hiswritings, Brandomnever traces
their lineage. However, if one holds that those disciplines concern a process that can
never really be sundered, the idea of “solving” semantics by using pragmatics loses
much of its effect. One is reminded of “the very complicated trick of the Chinese
rings,” which “consists in taking two solid rings linked together, talking about them
as though they were separate—taking it for granted, as it were—then pretending to
put them together, and handing them immediately to the spectator that he may see that
they are solid” (Peirce 1992, p. 14).

When John Locke introduced the word “Semiotics” in the penultimate paragraph
of his 1690 Essay, he surmised that such an inquiry, systematically pursued, might
dramatically reshape howwe viewmany long-standing philosophical problems. Semi-
otic inquiry has since acquired a solid foundation (see the annotated bibliography in
Champagne 2014c), but it remains the least explored branch of philosophy ending
in “-ics.” This is unfortunate, because the symbols that hang together in linguistic
systems are just one species of a broader genus “sign” that includes indices and icons
as well. Suppose that, smelling the air around me, I take the odour as a sign that
the turkey in the oven is ready. It would be implausible to gloss this as a linguistic
act. Thus, Peirce—who was trained by a sommelier alongside his regular studies in
science—became convinced, rightly I think, that “[t]here are countless Objects of
Consciousness that words cannot express” (2015a, p. 728; I refer to a pre-publication
version, so pagination might differ). Taking up Locke’s coinage, Peirce wisely planted
his flag in philosophy of signs—which includes philosophy of language as a part. Of
course, we can always try to verbalize or narrate the incessant relays between our
experiences, so Brandom (1994) may be right that “making it explicit” distinguishes
us as sapient beings (seeWanderer 2008, pp. 7–94). However, because “nothing works
so uniformly and smoothly as the Instinct of the lower animals” (Peirce 2015a, p. 49),
logical notations that tap into channels shared with non-human animals (Stjernfelt
2014b, pp. 141–161) can maximize the perspicuity of our rational powers.

Peirce is adamant that “All necessary reasoningwithout exception is diagrammatic”
(1998, p. 212). Diagrams are similarity-based “iconic” signs, not convention-based
“symbols.” By exploiting icons instead of symbols, “Peirce’s position shares a fun-
damental anti-psychologism with Frege and Husserl. But, unlike them, his is an
anti-psychologism without the linguistic turn” (Stjernfelt 2014b, p. 4; emphasis in
original).

This results in a decisive shift. Because symbols relate to their objects in virtue
of systematic agreements between symbol-users, they allow a community to bestow
rectitude on a given claimant or claim, with or without basis. After all, we can award
the Nobel Prize to anybody—doing so will not violate the laws of physics. Brandom’s
philosophy of language is liable of veering into such conventionalist circularity. How-
ever, the triadic model of the sign used by Peirce shows how interpretations can
subsume events (Champagne 2014a) and qualities (Champagne 2014b) that do not
owe their existence to interpretations. To test/gauge the rectitude of a judgement, one
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must consult these levels. Hence, we could say that, just as verbal considerations alone
can prompt only mock-doubt (Champagne 2015a), so verbal considerations alone can
generate only mock-certainty.

On the Peircean view I champion, “[t]he laws of logic are not positive laws (in a
juridical sense), but known by observation” (Chevalier 2014, p. 721). Peirce devel-
oped an elaborate notation to illustrate this view of proper reasoning. While Brandom
is aware that “Peirce independently achieved the bonanza of expressive power that
Russell saw in Frege’s logic” (2011, p. 21), I believe a close study of Peirce’s dia-
grammatic logic shows that proper inferences ultimately derive their normative force
from qualitative elements that are non-conventional. Let me now try to show this.

4 Reasoning as manipulating diagrams

Imagine that you are having a conversation with someone you have just met. Let
us call her Sarah. You are both learning about each other over an evening dinner,
revealing little titbits about yourself in a nonchalant manner. Early in the exchange,
Sarahmentions that she loves her cat. You nod politely, and the verbose soirée rolls on.
Later, as the wine pours and the subject matters become less trivial, you find yourself
engaged in a discussion of what constitutes the good life. Soon the playful associations
and anecdotes lead you to discuss the importance of love. “I think that love,” your new
friend declares, “is the sharing of values.” That is certainly a plausible candidate for
a definition. Nevertheless, you suddenly recall that, earlier in the evening, your new
friend had mentioned her love for her cat. Only a small illative movement is required
to see what this entails: Sarah must share values with her cat.

Charging people with howlers may be howwe do things in philosophy departments,
but in most contexts it is a real conversation stopper. So, in a delicate tone, you remind
your friend of her earlier expression of love for her cat and point out, quite charitably,
that surely she did not mean to say that she “loves” her cat in the demanding sense of
sharing values. “Oh, of course not,” Sarah responds, “What I meant to say was I like
my cat.” And the conversation nicely moves on.

The retraction expressed by “Oh, of course not” only makes sense if the commit-
ments made jointly exert some kind of pressure. I take it that the idea of sharing values
with a cat is an unacceptable conclusion. Thus, in my example, Sarah’s conversational
partner gave her an easy exit strategy: retract the earlier claim and replace it with the
weaker “I like my cat.” There could have been other responses. The cat owner could
have bitten the bullet and said: “Yes, I do share values with my cat.” Or, instead of
demoting her claim from “loving” to “liking,” she could have retracted completely:
“I guess you’re right: I don’t love my cat after all.” Alternatively, she could have
redefined “love” as “having a shared history,” thereby restoring a plausible form of
love for her cat. So, there are choices to be made, but those choices are nevertheless
constrained. Indeed, underneath this informal dialogue there is, I think, some hard
logic going on, much of which can be brought to light using a diagrammatic notation
inspired by Peirce.

As McDowell puts it, “the topography of the conceptual sphere is constituted by
rational relations” (2002, p. 5). So, imagine that, in a bid to foster clarity, our con-
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versational partners agree to record whatever they assert on the white table linen
between them. By extension, they agree that anything written on a space cut from
the linen is denied. Since “concepts are places in the space of reasons” (Brandom
1995, p. 896), our interlocutors can link the various concepts by connecting them
with lines. Even if we disregard symmetry and asymmetry to keep things simple,
these notational devices allow participants to trace relations between what they have
said. If the conversation gets boring or the reasoning seems to go astray, Sarah
and her friend can start doodling and find new connections between the concepts.
Hence, an hour or so into the exchange, the two dinner guests have jotted down many
things:

I am keeping the sophistication to a minimum, so all one is required to know here
is that closed curves (or “cuts”) are negations, lines are subjects, and the outer end of
a line means existential quantification. These notational ingredients suffice to capture
rudimentary logical relations. Diagrams like these show “only selected aspects of the
territory,” but the fact is that “all representations are bound to make such selections,
without this in any way preventing them from potentially representing the aspects so
selected in a truthful way” (Stjernfelt 2014a, p. 414).

Brandom is right that “[t]he responsibility one undertakes by applying a concept is
a task responsibility: a commitment to do something” (2011, p. 2). Yet, because the
application of a concept draws on the hybrid faculty of judgement, one cannot rely
solely on an economy between general concepts to determine the fit with a particular
case.Assuming responsibility for judgements is great, but it is not enough. For instance,
members of a hiring committee can agree never to hire a professorwhomakes blunders,
but such coordinated gatekeeping efforts will not tell them whether a given candidate
has indeed made a blunder. To assess whether social sanctions are in order, at least one
person must read the candidate’s work—the verdict will ultimately answer to what
is actually on the page. In fact, at the limit, directing the attention of peers to the
evidence may be all that one is responsible for. Likewise, the conversational partners
I am envisioning can be committed truth-seekers, but their laudable mindset, left to
its own devices, will be like a gyrating compass in want of an attractor. Toying with
diagrams lets one see what claims can and cannot be related.

Thus, at some point in the exchange, Sarah’s new friend decides to attend to a
couple of claims at the expense of the rest, which recede in the background:
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This selective focus is already an important diagrammatic manipulation. With the
clutter removed, the two claims come into view:

Dragging relata closer in a field of awareness fine-tunes the judgements we can
render. The upper portion claims that “To love is to share values.” So, in principle, the
rendering could be altered to this:

This in turn permits a detour: instead of saying that Sarah loves her cat, we can say
that Sarah and her cat share values:

Now, what if, having made these connections explicit by toying with the relations
shown, Sarah was to deny that she shares values with her cat? A discursive anaphora
links past and present claims about the cat. So, by “talking against herself” over time,
Sarah fails to live up to an ideal of personal consistency. We can, if we want, duplicate
the tokens and illustrate the situation as follows:

When Brandom writes that “[i]t is not that one cannot [sic] undertake incompatible
commitments, make incompatible assertions” (2008, p. 120), he is discussing contra-
diction. However, a genuine illustration of clashing commitments would require the
simultaneous presence of two mutually-exclusive tones in the same token.

What is wrong with clashing commitments is not that one changed one’s mind over
time—surely we can allow that—but rather that one wants to have it both ways. To
realize that, the table linen would have to be both present and absent on the same spot.
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Or, to put it in terms that fit with the diagrammatic notation employed, the oval that
marks negation would have to be both white and grey.

Naturally, the scenario I have presented could be finessed. There is certainly no
shortage of technical resources in Peirce (2015a), who offers us a vast system from
the bare sheet of assertion to the strategies of multi-agent deliberation. A tutorial fit
for newcomers (covering propositional logic) would be Ketner (1981, pp. 58–77). An
intermediary presentation (covering predicate and modal logic) would be Pietarinen
(2007). An advanced discussion of the whole shebang (game theory included), would
be Pietarinen (2006). I cannot do justice to such a wide vista. My goal in this section
has only been to show that, when we try to depict conflicting commitments using
diagrams, the qualities that we manipulate stop us—in a way closer to a brick wall
than a referee’s whistle blow (see Champagne 2015b).

5 A good reason to regard some reasoning as bad

Brandom briefly discusses incompatible properties, noting that the fact “[t]hat amono-
chromatic patch is red rules out its being blue” (2008, p. 47; see also his 2015, p. 200).
However, this makes no noticeable impact on Brandom’s inferentialist views, since he
converts the phenomenon into yet another implicit conditional a competent speaker
should be prepared to endorse: “If a monochromatic patch is red, then it is not blue”
(2008, pp. 47–48; Peregrin 2001 makes a convincing case that Brandom is returning
to a “structuralist” view where there are only differences). I, on the other hand, hold
that diagrams exercise a distinctive form of constraint on reasoning. Hence, just as
Brandom uses Sellars’ passage 36 as his lodestar, I propose to use this passage of
Peirce’s Collected Papers as my slogan:

Any object, A, cannot be blue and not blue at once. It can be blue and
hard, because blueness and hardness are not thought of as joined in quale-
consciousness, one appealing to one experiment and the other to another. But A
cannot be blue and yellow, because these would blend and so the color would
cease to be blue or yellow either. Thus, the positive truth in the principle of con-
tradiction is that quale-consciousness has but one element (Peirce 1931–1958,
vol. 6, para. 231).

Peircean exegesis can get tricky, so I would not want to let my philosophical argu-
ments hinge on a single textual citation. Still, as Brandom proves, having an emblem
helps. With that in mind, I think Peirce’s “passage 6.231” is the missing piece of
Sellars’ passage 36: what enables us to truly justify the inferences we draw is the
inability of some qualities to simultaneously inhabit some regions in the space of
reasons. I propose to call this “contrapiction.”

In passage 6.231 and elsewhere, Peirce uses theword “contradiction” to describe the
pervasive fact that “nothing at once possesses any character and possesses the negative
of that character” (Peirce 2015b, p. 885). I am introducing contrapiction, not so much
because I am dissatisfied with the regular notion of contradiction, but because that
regular notion comes with two supplements I do not want. First, contradiction is too
closely linked with linguistic discourse. Taken literally, it signals that one is “talking
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against oneself.” This obscures just how general the mutual incompatibility really is.
My word “contrapiction” is meant to evoke “depiction” and thus “picture,” but since
it pertains to incompatible qualities, its range of application is broader than vision (for
a discussion of how this constraint relates to hearing, see Champagne 2015d). Even
so, I like “contrapiction,” because it resembles the word contradiction just enough to
signal a kinship, which there certainly is.

The second supplement I do not want comes from the fact that spotting a con-
tradiction is usually a “Gotcha!” moment. Indeed, proofs like the indirect method of
derivation originally sprang from the confrontational disputations ofmedieval philoso-
phers. There may be ways to tame this approach, but to this day, in many philosophy
departments, nothing quite matches the thrill (and bragging rights) of spotting a con-
tradiction in the claims of a speaker. My idea of contrapiction aims to capture a
constraint on inference without this policing by others. This differs from Brandom,
who thinks that “[w]hat people actually do is adopt, assess, and attribute such standings
[of commitment and entitlement]—and if they did not, there would be no such stand-
ings” (1995, p. 898). Of course, spotting a contradiction can be taken as “the proper
mark of a refutation” (Aristotle 1984, pp. 169a6–169a21; for a balanced discussion,
see Rescher 1987). But, seeing how logic can serve purposes besides refutation, an
impersonal constraint seems in order.

6 “See, you said this, and I hold you to what you said.”

According to Brandom, making inferences answerable to representations has long
been “the traditional order of explanation” (1994, p. 92). Until, that is, we get to
a “minority inferentialist tradition that looked at what was a reason for what” (in
Williams 2013, p. 384). Brandom (2011, pp. 160–161) sees Wittgenstein as a key
protagonist in this “pragmatist critique of semantics.” According to this narrative,
Wittgenstein began with a picture theory of meaning ([1921] 1974), saw the error of
hisways during self-imposed exile, then returned to teach us how languageworksmore
like tools and games ([1953] 2001). However, the game-theorist Pietarinen surmises
thatWittgensteinmight not have been so quick to discard his picture theory of language
“had he known of Peirce’s diagrammatic logic of [Existential Graphs]” (2006, p. 267;
for a similar claim, see Legg 2008).

For Brandom, the friction on our thinking comes from a host of scorekeeping
practices that have been “instituted by the attitudes of linguistic practitioners” (2000,
p. 203). Normativity, in my picture, comes from a different source. When Sarah asks
us to conceive of a contrapiction, she basically asks us to do the impossible. Moreover,
she asks us to perform a mental or graphical operation which even she, ex hypothesi,
cannot do. Trying to accomplish the impossible is a waste of time. Hence, I submit
that contrapiction supplies a good reason to regard some reasons as bad. If nothing
else, it absolves an interlocutor of any further responsibility.

When Brandom asserts that subjects “are obliged to reject or resolve incompati-
ble commitments” (2008, p. xv; my emphasis), he takes a deontological framework
for granted. I agree that partitioning “good” and “bad” inferences makes theoretical
philosophy bleed into practical philosophy. Meaning, as the Pittsburgh slogan goes,
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is “fraught with ought” (Brandom 2015, p. 3). Yet, I see no independent reason why
one should accept duty as the best way to unpack the normativity proper to reasoning.
After all, “[g]iven a rule or a requirement, we can ask whether you ought to follow
it, or whether you have a reason to do so” (Broome 2007, p. 162). McDowell makes
essentially the same point:

It is only in the scorekeeping context, for instance in challenges to entitlements
and responses to challenges, that Brandom’s game specifically provides for
moves to be addressed by one player to another. The deontic-structural descrip-
tion does not display players as taking an interest in anything beyond the deontic
status of the players (themselves and others). Nothing in the deontic-structural
description ties this interest to a concern with how things are outside the game,
except in so far as how things are outside the game affects a player’s deontic
status, specifically her entitlements (McDowell 2009, p. 297).

Making incompatible commitments may be akin to “making two promises both of
which cannot be kept” (Brandom 2000, p. 44) but, if a person does not care about
engaging in practices that are frowned upon, why should she worry about sinning
against the rules of inference and language? Being inconsistent may annoy others, but
it takes a battery of enthymemes to turn social annoyance into a binding account of
logic.

Maybe Brandom’s (2009, pp. 52–60) study of Kant has convinced him that there
exists some independent commandment to be consistent. Normative language is often
couched in monadic operators like “You ought to x” (White 2003, pp. 569–570), so
this surface feature can give the appearance of an obligation. However, it seems more
prosaic to gloss the demand for personal consistency as a “hypothetical” imperative:
if you want to be regarded as consistent by your peers, then you should avoid making
incompatible commitments. Affirmation of this antecedent need not be expressed
grammatically, since it can be signalled by the very decision to take a given language
game seriously. But, Peirce (1998, p. 459) agrees with me that the guidance of logic is
robust but freely sought (see Chevalier 2014, pp. 727–728). Reasoners are not duty-
bound to any conversation, so contrapiction can sometimes serve as good grounds to
walk away.

Like the Pittsburgh School, Peirce saw that “[t]he phenomena of reasoning are, in
their general features, parallel to those of moral conduct” (1998, p. 249). In fact, in a
move reminiscent of Brandom, Peirce defined “affirmation” as a willingness to accept
sanctions in the event that a proposition turns out false and “the utterer believed the
proposition to be false at the time he uttered it” (1998, p. 313). Yet, Peirce realized
that there is more involved than just deontic scorekeeping: “It has been supposed that
the laws of logic might be broken,” he writes, “That they [the laws of logic] say ‘Thou
ought’ not ‘thou shalt,’ that in short they are statements not of fact but of debt. But
what page of man’s ledger does this ‘ought’ refer to? Thought debtor to what? It is
impossible to say” (Peirce 1982, p. 166). The social approach favoured by Brandom
actually asks us to construct a ledger (see the example inMaher 2012, p. 68). However,
such detailed scorekeeping will amount to little if there is more to being right than
being deemed right.
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In the example I used earlier, the conversational partners were not keeping tabs on
each other, but rather scrutinizing diagrammatic signs to see what can and cannot be
done with them (see Pietarinen 2006, p. 136). True, it was another person who pointed
out the unforeseen entailments and inconsistencies implicit in what Sarah said, so
cases like these are tailor-made for Brandom’s work. Yet, what distinguishes Peirce
from Brandom is that Peirce does not require a dialogical format to involve the actual
participation of different persons. Rather, the cut-and-parry can unfold with only one
participant, provided “[t]he person divides himself into two parties [called Graphist
and Grapheus by Peirce] which endeavour to persuade each other” (Peirce 2015b, p.
885). This split may seem unusual, but Peirce believed it was a constitutive feature,
since “every thought must address itself to some other” thought (1931–1958, vol. 5,
para. 253). This explains why Sarah can come to realize, by solitary deliberation, that
she does not love her pet in the manner she originally thought. She might never have
the occasion or motive to say so in public but, using the impossibility of contrapiction
as her compass, she nevertheless learned something new.

Brandom, by contrast, writes that “[t]o ignore the social articulation of standings in
the space of reasons is to leave out what makes it possible to understand such standings
as answerable for their correctness to how things actually are” (1995, p. 907). I do
not think this follows. Surely, rules must be instituted before they can be broken. Yet,
even in the absence of any pact or authority, the qualities of diagrams ensure that not
everything goes. Unlike codified systems of algebraic notation, the diagrams used by
Peirce to flesh out logical inferences can even house relations which neither the user
nor anyone else has foreseen. This allows for what Shimojima (1996, pp. 89–95) calls
“free rides.” In fact, Peirce believed that one of the distinguishing traits of icons is that
by scrutinizing such a sign “other truths concerning its object can be discovered than
those which suffice to determine its construction” (1931–1958, vol. 2, para. 279). This
is why Ancient Egyptian architects were able to manipulate the right-angled triangle
for so long without knowing the Pythagorean Theorem. It also explains why critics
can say Gotcha!: we are surprised to discover a new relation.

A reasoner making inferences in a playful manner (Sebeok 1981) can thus some-
times draw conclusions that have never before been drawn. Epistemologically, this
has the virtue of explaining a phenomenon rendered inexplicable or even impossible
on Brandom’s account: justified dissent in the face of majority opposition. Peirce,
who did pioneering work on the topic of scientific discovery (Paavola 2011; Psillos
2011), would say that, to know whether a novel diagrammatic manipulation is per-
missible, one must look to the sheet before one, not any community. A community
can eventually corroborate what a discoverer found, but such corroboration will only
confirm that rectitude was present from the get-go. Peirce does not mince words: “If
the entire human race were unable to see the connection [between a conclusion and
its premise(s)], the argument would be nonetheless sound, although it would not be
humanly clear” (1998, p. 212).

Semiosis, the action of signs, is usually a complex affair. Hence, like all iconic
signs, diagrams need the assistance of symbols in order to be useful. For instance,
to properly deploy and enjoy the fruits of Peirce’s organon (like the “Beta graphs”
loosely mimicked in this paper), one must know beforehand that a word like “love”
is a two-place relation. Employing Peircean graphs also requires that one follow a
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handful of well-chosen notational permissions that specify which parts can be erased,
duplicated, and so on (see Peirce 2015b, p. 922). Reasoning by diagrams is therefore
not an activity one could perform without mastering other language games. We thus
come to that regulative space from the outside-in, with a “natural history” (Pietarinen
2006, p. 197) already replete with meaning. Even so, when the exercise in refinement
goes well, it becomes regulative precisely because what transpires on the sheet is not
up to the participant(s).

The signs laid out on a sheet of assertion are something inquirers can rally around.
Since “two opponents perhaps detectmore errors than one does” (Lumer 1988, p. 463),
peers can help one recognize mistakes in one’s reasoning—especially when those
interventions do not come with a Gotcha! However, the constraint of contrapiction
comes from the self-same character of qualitative signs, not from the expectations
of other people. So, while one might worry that “[w]ith the increasing number of
participants of a discourse [...] the problems of coordination are aggravated too and
they must be stemmed by additional standing orders” (ibid.), such inflation is nicely
avoided when participants direct their gaze at the diagrams instead of at each other.

Given this role of observation, one might wonder whether my proposal endorses
“the given” (Sellars 1956). It is worth pointing out that neither Brandom nor Sellars
reject observation outright, provided it is construed as a “language-entry” move (see
Sellars [1963] 1991, p. 343). As Brandom explains,

Sellars always accepted that observation reports resulting noninferentially from
the exercise of perceptual language-entry capacities play both the privileged
epistemological role of being the ultimate court of appeal for the justification
of empirical knowledge claims and therefore (given his inferentialist semantics)
an essential semantic role in determining the contents of the empirical concepts
applied in such judgments (2015, p. 120).

I must say I find this a bit disingenuous. If switching to language-entry moves really
preserved appeals to observationwhile accommodating technical misgivings about the
given, there would be no need to ambitiously go From Empiricism to Expressivism
(pace the title of Brandom 2015). In any event, if Brandom can have his given and
repudiate it too, I can too.

In the end, Brandom and I both urge Sarah’s interlocutor to tap on the table and
say, in effect, “See, you said this, and I hold you to what you said.” For Brandom,
the normative force comes from the “I hold you” part. My suggestion has been that if
the “See” part does not hold, the “I hold you” part has no rational force (although the
injunction can be socially enforced, regardless).

7 Conclusion

Brandom’s chief contribution, to my mind, has been to call attention to the idea that
judgements are acts we are in a distinctive sense responsible for. However, I have
argued that, at least in the case of some claims, such responsibility terminates in issu-
ing an invitation to contemplate qualitative features which preclude some inferential
moves. Brandom discusses qualitative incompatibility, but he overlooks its potential
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as a source of friction on our inferences. So, whereas Brandom turns to social pres-
sures in order to ground norms, I have called on the Peircean idea of diagrammatic
reasoning to craft a different story.

Unlike Brandom, Peirce is not afraid of the concept of representation. In fact, Peirce
defined logic as “the formal science of the conditions of the truth of representations”
(1931–1958, vol. 2, para. 229). In order to explain what makes this formal science
worthy of the title, I have endorsed Peirce’s passage 6.231. It states that iconic signs
with different qualities cannot simultaneously occupy the same region of awareness.
Moving from discursive contradiction to qualitative contrapiction is a way to maintain
a friction on reasoning without making assumptions about personal consistency and
peer pressure.

The constraint that arises from the self-same character of qualities raises interest-
ing issues that call for future work. Discussing iconicity, Coltheart (1980, p. 184) has
recommended that we distinguish between “phenomenological,” “neural,” and “infor-
mational” persistence. Yet, as Clark and Chalmers (1998, p. 8) point out, in playing a
diagrammatic video game like Tetris, a subject can rotate a mental tile or an on-screen
tile—it really makes no difference. As a philosopher of signs, I am interested in the
idea that, in principle, the shared quality of an iconic sign can skewer all such levels
(Champagne 2015c).

Like the conversational partners who let many contents drift into the background,
I have deliberately played up the differences that separate me from Brandom. Truth
be told, there is also a lot of philosophical common ground. Brandom reports that,
in private conversations, Sellars “remained convinced that the dimension he called
‘picturing’ must play an absolutely central role in our world-story of ourselves as
knowers-and-agents-in-the-world” (Brandom2015, p. 13). So, to end on a conciliatory
note, I suggest that, if the Pittsburgh school were to incorporate Peirce’s diagrammatic
approach, it would see that Sellars’ passage 36 should be taken literally, insofar as the
logical space of reasons might very well be a space.
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Can Pragmatists Believe in Qualia?

The Founder of Pragmatism Certainly Did…

Marc Champagne1

C. S. Peirce is often credited as a forerunner of the verificationist theory of meaning. In his early 

pragmatist papers, Peirce did say that if we want to make our ideas clear(er), then we should look 

downstream to their actual and future effects. For many who work in philosophy of mind, this is 

enough to endorse functionalism and dismiss the whole topic of qualia. It complexifies matters, 

however, to consider that the term qualia was introduced by the founder of pragmatism himself. 

Peirce was adamant that only triadic relations can support language and cognition. Even so, he 

insisted on purely logical grounds that, when we analyze triadic signs all the way, we are left with a 

qualitative residue he called Firstness. Such an isolated relatum could never be studied 

experimentally. Yet, given that this primitive state can be confirmed by means of a formal or 

prescissive distinction, I believe the Peircean account can do justice to many of the intuitions that 

generate the so-called hard problem of consciousness. My goal, then, is to show that Peirce’s 

semiotic commitment to qualia is compatible with his foundational statements about pragmatism.

Keywords: pragmatism, qualia, Peirce, complexity, simplicity, prescission

1. Introduction

The most solid explanations of the mind are arguably those that start with an input that

enters “at the gate of perception” and end with an output that exists “at the gate of

purposive action” (Peirce, 1998, p. 241). Yet, no matter what those explanations look

like, they seem destined to relate states. This involvement of relations would be

benign, were it not for the fact that a prevalent construal glosses consciousness as

having a non-relational element to it. The functionalist program calls for an account of

psychological facts in terms of relations, but at least one dimension of our

psychological lives seems to involve experiential qualities conceived apart from any

relation(s) (Block, 2011).

As a rule, pragmatists tend to dismiss this idea of a qualitative surplus.

Pragmatism requires that truths be answerable to some sort of tangible verification,

preferably of a scientific kind, but “the word quale and its plural qualia were

introduced into philosophy as technical terms precisely in order to capture that aspect

of an experience that escapes the scrutiny of any natural science” (Hattiangadi, 2005,

p. 342). It complexifies matters, however, to consider that this term qualia was

introduced by the founder of pragmatism, Charles Sanders Peirce (1998, p. 272; see

Livingston, 2004, p. 6). He also called them qualisigns.

Central to Peirce’s original account is the idea that humans can take anything,

internal or external, and focus on its qualitative character to the exclusion of all else.

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, Trent University, 1600 West Bank Drive, Peterborough, Ontario, 

Canada, K9J 7B8. Email: marcchampagne@trentu.ca
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That is one of the three perspectives that his semiotic theory of consciousness affords

(Houser, 1983). In this paper, I will argue that, properly understood, Peirce’s nuanced

account manages to make sense of the intuition that the qualitative dimension of

consciousness escapes scientific description. It is not that Peirce took experiential

qualities to escape verification. Rather, he held that experiential qualities are amenable

to a different kind of verification, one that is neither scientific nor introspective, but

logical.

There is a growing sense that adding supplementary layers of complexity will not

dissipate the hard problem posed by the qualitative dimension of consciousness. Søren

Brier, for instance, writes that if a philosopher of mind like David Chalmers is to

successfully deploy a concept of information that is “beyond functionalism and

computationalism,” he will need “to add Peirce’s semiotic philosophy to his theory”

(Brier, 2008, p. 38). I agree. At present, there are many different views on how this

addition ought to be carried out. The modest aim of my paper is not to resolve those

debates, but only to show how pragmatism can be consistent with an endorsement of

qualia. 

To do this, I will begin by looking at Peirce’s analysis of simple qualities (section

2). I will then draw parallels between Peirce’s reliance on a formal distinction and

current debates about consciousness (section 3). Formal distinctions are what allow us

to intelligibly discern simplicity in a complex (experiential or material) world (section

4). Since qualitative simples could not be verified or tested by any other means, I will

engage with scholars who are uncomfortable with the non-naturalist implications of

Peirce’s semiotics (section 5). Finally, I will sketch a way to reconcile Peirce’s

pragmatist and pro-qualia views (section 6).

If a commitment to qualitative consciousness precludes a commitment to

pragmatism, then Peirce, the founder of that tradition, was guilty of a major

contradiction. I do not think he was, so I want to pay attention to how he could have it

both ways, venturing novel arguments along the way.

2. Something We Can Verify

Many present-day naturalists accept nothing except quantifiable experimental data.

Peirce was conversant with (and contributed to) early advances in neuroscience (see

Pietarinen, 2006, pp. 71–76), but he was never a naturalist of that kind. True, his

pragmatist maxim does say that, if “the object of our conception” does not

“conceivably have practical bearings” (Peirce, 1992, p. 132), then we have no basis to

credit our concept with having an object. One might thus argue that because current

discussions of consciousness sometimes call on “zombies” who display no practical

difference from regular humans (Kirk, 1974; Chalmers, 1996, pp. 94–105), those

discussions violate the founding intent of pragmatism. Yet, what tends to be

overlooked is that, before one can delete qualia from experience-free zombies, one has

to focus on a very narrow construal that deletes all relations from a given quality. I

submit that this construal of a lone quality bears a striking resemblance to what Peirce
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wrote about Firstness. Those eager to invoke the pragmatist maxim to dismiss

consciousness should therefore remember that Peirce saw good grounds to

countenance qualia. In fact, Peirce called on his semiotic categories to prove the

pragmatist claims that won him fame (see Peirce, 1998, pp. 402–414, 429–431).

It might therefore be helpful to distinguish between two versions of Peirce. There

is, on the one hand, the better-known version who founded pragmatism and managed

to get a few key articles published at an opportune time. Yet, there is also, on the other

hand, the lesser-known (but increasingly appreciated) version who made unparalleled

advances in the philosophy of signs which, until recently, remained mostly

unpublished. This is a rough division, but it helps. The fact that the Essential Peirce

collections are cut into two volumes renders that division even more vivid. The cover

of the first volume shows the younger Peirce, who instructed us to focus on the

practical effects of a concept in order to clarify its meaning, whereas the second

volume shows the older, more heavily bearded, Peirce, who relentlessly investigated a

neglected branch of philosophy called semiotics.

A newcomer who turns to the second Essential Peirce volume bent on figuring

out what all this fuss about signs is about will quickly find an essay titled “What is a

Sign?” That essay begins by noting that its title question is most necessary, but also

very difficult. A mere four lines in, Peirce tells us that “it is necessary to recognize

three different states of mind” (1998, p. 4). The first state of mind Peirce invites us to

consider is that of a red feeling, and nothing else. The reader who came in expecting a

discussion of traffic signals will likely wonder at this point whether Peirce has veered

off topic. He has not. Peirce’s goal is to evince the conditions for the possibility of

sign-action. He wants to make a point: With a quality like red and just red, there can

be no flow of consciousness. If one finds such a flow, the impetus must be from a

source different from the quality itself.

Implicitly, Peirce is making an additional point, just as important, which is that we

can follow through with his invitation to consider a quality like red in complete

isolation from anything else. Logically, it can be done. Peirce makes sure to

emphasize that, phenomenologically speaking, “nobody really is in a state of feeling,

pure and simple” as he just described (Peirce, 1998, p. 4). Yet, he observes that

“whenever we are awake, something is present to the mind, and what is present,

without reference to any compulsion or reason, is feeling” (Peirce, p. 4). Thus, from a

logical point of view, qualities take center-stage, long before thinking enters the scene

and the drama of cognition proper begins.

Applying philosophy of signs to address philosophy of consciousness is thus

perfectly natural. As we have just seen, when Peirce asks “What is a sign?,” he begins

by distinguishing states of mind. Alas, most philosophers interested in consciousness

are not well-versed in semiotics. That is a hindrance, since much of the current

puzzlement about the qualitative dimension of consciousness stems from a failure to

properly handle the fine-grained distinctions found in the sign theory of Peirce.

Nathan Houser, who spent decades editing Peirce’s papers, surmises that, in the long

run, “Peirce’s semiotic may prove to be his most important contribution, really the
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creation of a new science” (quoted in Bellucci, Pietarinen, & Stjernfelt, 2014, p. 129).

I argue that this science is exactly the sort of fundamental theory of consciousness that

David Chalmers (1996) has been searching for.

3. Peircean Semiotics: A Fundamental Theory of Consciousness

In his book, The Conscious Mind: In Search of a Fundamental Theory, Chalmers

zeroes in on a very specific dimension of conscious life: “On the phenomenal concept,

mind is characterized by the way it feels; on the psychological concept, mind is

characterized by what it does” (Chalmers, 1996, p. 11, italics in original).

Interestingly, few commentators have noticed that, in order to avoid begging the

question, Chalmers never calls on zombies to justify the concepts teased apart in his

opening chapter on “Two Concepts of Mind” (Chalmers, pp. 3–31). Indeed, if we read

Chalmers closely, we notice that he first pinpoints a very narrow sense of experience

and only then asks us to conceive of experience-free zombies. This means that,

whatever stance one takes on the traditional issue of dualism versus (materialist)

monism, the quality/function distinction can be made intelligible on its own grounds.

Chalmers and his commentators seem to consider the distinction between two

concepts mere table setting, but I think it is where all the major action transpires.

I am not interested in the metaphysical possibility or impossibility of zombies, but

rather in the distinction that makes this very proposal intelligible. As I see it, the

function/quality distinction that Chalmers and others appeal to is underwritten by our

generalized ability to artificially tease apart the parts of a sign. Chalmers (1996, p. 16)

speaks of “the double life of mental terms” and emphasizes that while “our everyday

concept of pain presumably combines the two [concepts of phenomenal pain and

psychological pain] in some subtle weighed combination, … for philosophical

discussion things are clearer if we keep them separate” (Chalmers, p. 17). What might

this “keeping separate” mean?

Clearly, it is not a matter of physically isolating one from the other, like severing

the corpus callosum. If you think you can put a quale in a test-tube and stare at it like

you would a sample of red blood, then you do not know what a quale is. You can

certainly stare at the red quality, put considering it apart from the liquid blood requires

an abstraction that no machine can provide. Is the distinction then just mere word-

play? On a superficial level, feeling and doing are certainly different words, so we

might well be fooling ourselves when we apply such different words to describe

conscious experience. However, the suggestion by Chalmers is that those words also

“cover different phenomena, both of which are quite real” (Chalmers, 1996, p. 11).

Since we are dealing with something more substantive than different words yet less

palpable than physical separation, I argue that we are confronted with what Peirce

called (after Duns Scotus) a formal distinction.

A formal distinction, also called prescission (or prescissive abstraction), lies

between a distinction of reason and a real distinction. Real distinctions are the easiest

to compass. “Things are really distinct if they are separable, that is, if they can exist
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one without the other” (Jordan, 1984, p. 45). At the other extreme, we find a

distinction of reason, which “is completely dependent upon the mind” (Jordan, p. 44).

Formal distinction, which is the type of distinction I am most interested in, is

somewhere in the middle. Peirce used this distinction of distinctions to tease apart the

ordinal steps involved in the action of signs, and I think we can do the same to

profitably disambiguate important puzzles about phenomenal consciousness.

4. Qualitative Simplicity, Subsumed in Relational Complexity

To begin to see how the formal distinction can help, consider the setting called the

“Game of Life.” The Game of Life is not a game at all, but rather a self-organizing

system invented in the 1960s by the mathematician John Conway (see Poundstone,

1985, p. 24 for the cybernetic origins of this design). It consists of a primitive set of

axioms or rules successively deployed on a two-dimensional grid of cells. As these

rules are successively implemented, they give rise to more or less cohesive patterns

which viewers can categorize with some regularity. As Daniel Dennett (1991)

emphasized, these morphological types command some measure of predictive power.

Thus, if one has ascended to a level of description sufficiently abstract for a pattern to

be salient, then one can tell, for instance, that a “glider” is about to fall prey to an

incoming “eater”:

Figure 1. Example of patterns discernible in the cybernetic Game of Life. 

Note: taken from Poundstone (1985, p. 40)

Looking at the setting depicted above, we can make the following observations:

1. It is complex.

2. There is no such thing as a neighbourless cell pixel.

Now, consider what happens when we add the following claim:

3. Complexity subsumes simplicity.
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I hold these three claims to be true. Yet, their conjunction can create a tension because,

in principle, claims (1) and (3) allow for the supposition of a neighbourless cell

pixel—even though claim (2) states that, factually, there is no such thing. So long as

humans are capable of realizing this, worries about the the intrinsic character of

consciousness will persist. By inserting a formal distinction in the subsumption of (3),

prescission lets us see how the conjunction of these claims can be consistent.

Figure 1 supplies evidential support for claims (1) and (2). Why, one might ask,

should one accept claim (3)? The idea that complexity subsumes simplicity is so

obvious that even an eliminativist like Paul Churchland grants it:

The bulk of one’s sensational life is characterized, not by simplicity, but by an extraordinary and

ever-changing complexity. Listening to a conversation, looking around a flower garden, tasting a

braised-lamb stew, smelling the aromas in a wood-working shop—our sensations in such cases

display intricacies that are amazing. And not always obvious. A young child may not appreciate that

the distinctive taste of her first ice-cream cone resolves itself into sensations of sweetness,

creaminess, and strawberry. And it may take her awhile to learn that such decompositions are both

common and useful to keep track of. For the complexities we encounter are indeed composed, quite

often, of simpler elements or constituting dimensions. In time, we do learn many of those simpler

dimensions. A dinner-table conversation contains my brother’s unique voice as an identifiable

element; the complex flower-garden displays the striking orange of a typical poppy blossom; the

lamb stew displays the distinctive taste of thyme, sprinkled into the mix at the outset; and the smell

of yellow cedar stands out from the other smells in the wood shop, at least to a seasoned carpenter.

Each of these particular qualitative features of one’s inner phenomenological life is certainly a

simpler dimension of a more complex whole. (Churchland, 2011, pp. 32–33)

If we begin (as I believe we must) with a premise of complexity and grant (as I

believe we should) that anything involved in complex relations can be prescissively

decomposed, then we are led to conclude that, in principle, such decomposition would

have to bottom out at simple qualities. This is so regardless of whether the complex

strand we prescind is construed as external or internal to the mind. As long as that

object of study demonstrates relational complexity, a thoroughgoing analysis will

arrive at Firstness. Hence, “qualitative characters that are at least apparent simples are

thus utterly inevitable on both approaches to understanding the mind, dualist and

materialist” (Churchland, 2011, pp. 33–34). Churchland thinks he can avoid the

“gathering consensus that the qualitative dimension of our conscious experience is

something that the physical sciences … will never explain” (Churchland, p. 17) by

merely annexing the adjective apparent, but I think the inference at hand is more

formidable.

Churchland insists that the world does not permit us to encounter a quality in

isolation; in this respect, he is undoubtedly right. The attempt to access some

phenomenal quality without triggering any kind of tangible effect would be

tantamount to “asking a flashlight in a dark room to search around for something that

does not have any light shining upon it” (Jaynes, 2000, p. 23). Thus, anything which

makes sense to us will necessarily be embroiled in relations. Among these, we find

similarity relations, causal links, and even arbitrary imputations. Thus, conscious life

is, like the world at large, teeming with activity, and Peirce’s semiotic theory lets us do
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justice to this without veering into any kind of reductionism. I believe that, at

minimum, the formal distinction that Peirce employs lets us do justice to a

fundamental truth: the idea of a relatum without any relation(s) makes sense, but the

idea of a relation without relata does not.2

Peircean semiotics thus allows one to adopt three different perspectives on any

meaningful phenomenon: considering anything, there will be it, what it stands for, and

what it stands for to. Despite the fact that the action of signs is always triadic, humans

can conceive—and thus request an account of—the intrinsic, non-relational, nature of

any thing, because we are the sorts of beings for whom that idea makes sense. Yet, the

lone quality one gets when one artificially deletes all relations is not something one

can ever talk about—on pain, that is, of reintroducing relations. Hence, so long as

complex relations subsume simple relata, we will have to concede, as Peirce did, that

“logic teaches us to expect some residue of dreaminess in the world ...” (CP 4.79).

However, given that qualitative simplicity does not entail complexity (or any kind of

relation), this asymmetry can act like a fishhook, letting us reach ineffable

qualities—but preventing us from going back to the level of triadic relations where

cognition, discourse, and science are possible. I thus think the conceptual tool of

prescission used in Peircean semiotics accounts for how/why humans can “form the

idea of phenomena that we do not know how to detect” (Nagel, 1986, p. 24).

5. Semiotic Inquiry, in Full Bloom

Interestingly, when John Locke introduced the word semiotics in the penultimate

paragraph of his 1690 Essay Concerning Human Understanding, he surmised that a

sustained reflection on the nature of signs might provide us with a very different

viewpoint on some perennial problems of philosophy. No one has done more than

Peirce to realize this vision. Yet, Peirce saw himself merely as “a pioneer, or rather a

backwoodsman, in the work of clearing and opening up what I call semiotic, that is,

the doctrine of the essential nature and fundamental varieties of possible semiosis”—a

field he considered “too vast, the labor too great, for a first-comer” (CP 5.488).

Although semiotics has a long history, especially during the Medieval period (see

Deely, 2001), it became an organized research program only in the mid-twentieth

century. Charles W. Morris was in all likelihood the first to explicitly teach a

university course in semiotics in Chicago in the 1930s (Sebeok, 1991, pp. 75, 123).

The inquiry gained further institutional form at a 1964 conference in Bloomington,

Indiana, where scholars from varied fields rallied under a common semiotic banner

(Rey, 1984, p. 92). The International Association for Semiotic Studies (IASS) held its

first world congress in 1974 and has been publishing its proceedings ever since.

Although one has to select them wisely, reliable encyclopaedias and textbooks in

semiotics are now available (see the list of robust entries gathered in Champagne,

2. Note that, in logic, leaving the relata of a relation undefined is not at all the same thing as holding that a relation 

like conjunction can occur without any conjuncts. The former view makes perfect sense, but the latter view does 

not (strangely, in philosophy of mind, the latter is quite prevalent).
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2014), and the inquiry attracts a growing number of scholars who publish in

established peer-reviewed journals.

As this brief historical and institutional survey shows, semiotics is bigger than

Peirce. It was Peirce’s hope that others would pursue (and not just transcribe) his

investigations, so he would undoubtedly be delighted to witness the disciplinary

vitality currently on display in the semiotic literature. After a sea change from the

culture-centered semiology of Saussure to the more encompassing approach of Peirce,

many now define their academic identity by the pursuit of the very inquiry that Peirce

put on a secure footing. Strangely though, some Peirce scholars are unhappy that

semiotics is doing so well. Thomas Short (2007), for instance, bemoans the fact that

Peirce has been taken up by “semioticians.” Short’s disdain is so palpable that he picks

up the term semiotician only with quotational tongs. This attitude makes little sense to

me. Why would anyone who finds value in Peirce’s work regret the explosion of

interest currently on display in journals and books?

Territorial impulses arguably motivate Short’s “rather cavalier dismissal of

semioticians” (Colapietro, 2006, p. 17). Indeed, as an American and a philosopher,

Peirce was part of two communities known to guard against outsiders (see Klein,

2013). Ironically though, “the spread of Peirce’s fame throughout the world during the

second half of the last century is much indebted to the work of many serious

semioticians and not strictly to the one of philosophers” (Santaella, 2006, p. 179).

Short nevertheless regards semioticians as “the wrong crowd” (Short, 2007, p. ix).

Thus, to keep this group at bay, Short inserts a letter: semiotics (as I have spelled it)

gets construed as “that movement which originated in Europe independently of Peirce

and that later appropriated him, with confusion all around” (Short, p. ixfn1), whereas

semeiotic with an extra e is reserved for Peircean ideas untarnished by such intrusions.

Given what I have said, I obviously agree with Short (2007, p. ix) that

“contemporary discussions in the philosophies of mind and science might benefit

from a deeper study of Peirce’s ideas.” Methodologically, though, I do not share

Short’s constant desire to square with (what he takes to be) natural science. Short may

want to reform naturalism to some extent by rehabilitating the notion of teleology

(Short, pp. 91–150), but the deferral to science exerts a constant pressure on his

thinking. Given the prevalence of naturalism in current analytic philosophy, his

attitude is by no means unusual. However, at the risk of alienating myself from a

fashionable trend, I think prescission is a mental operation one can do from the

armchair. I do not doubt that our prescissive power to suppose some relations absent

can be naturalized. However, I doubt the result of that power—namely a lone quality

not interacting with anything else—could ever count as natural in the usual sense

(unless, that is, we are prepared to revise what it means to be real).

Admittedly, those influenced by Peirce’s semiotic analysis of qualities will be led

to say some things that natural scientists do not. Responding to this, Short seems to

think “that there is some sort of warfare afoot between respectable intellectuals and

barbarians at the philosophical gate” (Ransdell, 2007, p. 655). In a different context,

such a silly attitude would hardly concern me. Yet, pragmatism was a tremendously
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important idea/theme, so I am not prepared to sail away from the rich tradition it

spawned. At the very least, if pursuing philosophy of signs requires such an exile, it

must be on account of something more tangible than Short’s polemical expulsion. I

thus want to ask: Does belief in the non-functional character of experiential qualities

automatically place one outside the pragmatist tradition? My answer would be: Not

necessarily. Let me therefore sketch one possible reconciliation.

6. Pragmatism as One Stance Among Others

As Richard Bernstein reminds us, Peirce never “used the expression [pragmatism] to

describe his entire philosophical orientation” (Bernstein, 2010, p. 11). Peirce said,

quite rightly, that if we want to make our ideas clear(er), then we should look

downstream to their actual and future effects. Yet, there is a tendency to overlook that

this pragmatist recommendation is nested in a conditional: if you want clarity, then

you should do this and that. I see no reason (and, to my knowledge, Peirce gave no

reason) why anyone should feel obliged, in the strict deontological sense of a

categorical imperative, to pursue intellectual clarity, come what may. Rather, that

pursuit, which finds its maximal expression in collective scientific inquiry, seems to

be one among many.

In his best-known pragmatist articles, Peirce uses a series of foils to progressively

build up to the view that he finally wants us to endorse. In “The Fixation of Belief,”

Peirce looks at various methods of settling opinion. One method is presented

charitably, then a flaw is detected, which leads to the development of a better method,

followed by another flaw, and so on, until one reaches the fourth and final method,

that of science. By pooling our results and keeping our judgements open to revision,

the scientific method lets us turn our fallible shortcomings into learning opportunities.

Of course, it is normal to think that, if you are offered various options and you know

which is best, then you should pick that best one. So, predictably, when Peirce (1992,

p. 132) offers us three “grades of clearness” culminating in his pragmatic maxim, we

naturally assume that the other two were there mainly to rhetorically set the stage.

However, the moment we do this, we walk away from the possibility of something not

defined by its causal or inferential role(s).

William James was ready to relax the demands of scientific inquiry whenever

following those demands would result in increased personal suffering. John Dewey

expressed similar humanistic concerns while putting greater emphasis on collective

benefit as the bottom line. However, ideas like these have attracted the ire of militant

Peirceans. Cheryl Misak (2013, p. 436), for instance, says that “more often than not,

James and Dewey failed to make sense of something’s being objectively right or

wrong, leaving the door ajar for Rorty to pick up on certain of their statements and

open wide that divide.” Defining things in terms of their tangible effects is indeed the

best known way to settle disputes and foster the long-term march toward objectivity.

Part of what has happened, I think, is that in their rush to be branded as naturalists,
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pragmatists like Short and Misak have lost sight of the fact that not everything is

appropriately gauged by its current or anticipated practicality.

Building scientific consensus is nice, but so is enjoying simple experiences, even

when the incommunicable character of those experiences ensures that they will not

move the machinery of science one inch forward. To borrow an example favoured by

Ned Block (1995, p. 34), “there are features of the experience of orgasm that don’t

represent anything.” So, when you enjoy one of those, your aim cannot possibly be the

end of inquiry.

Peirce endorses what might be called a triple-layer ontology (Champagne, 2015),

so countenancing qualia constitutes only one-third of that comprehensive worldview.

Despite the sophistication of Peircean semiotics, the triadic model of the sign that it

employs makes room, at its core, for qualitative vehicles that are non-representational

(Peirce, 1998, p. 294). Given that such simple qualities admit of a prescissive

vindication, I believe pragmatism is more plausible/palatable when it makes room for

inefficiency—in the double sense of a respite from technological progress and an

escape from efficient causation.

The latter idea, epiphenomenalism, seems to offend many sensibilities, but I think

that, as an idea, it enjoys empirical support, at least if we allow ourselves to reason by

analogy. To see this, imagine a collection of assorted coins from assorted countries, all

placed in a jar. On the lid of that jar, a series of holes have been punched, all with the

same diameter. Hence, when one shakes the jar upside down, only some coins will fall

out, while others will remain trapped inside, being too large to pass through the holes

of the lid. In a way, this situation selects, in an evolutionary sense, some individuals

possessing a certain trait. Causal forces are clearly the excluders here. Judged by this

standard, the quaint designs inscribed on the various coins are epiphenomenal. The

profile of a dictator, the depiction of a rare bird, the bas relief of a national sports hero

or famous waterfall—these are all differences that make no difference. In fact, copper,

silver, gold—those are epiphenomenal too.

Of course, it takes only slight shift in perspective to realize that passing through

the colander does not amount to possessing existence. So, the point of my analogy is

not to show that epiphenomenal mysteries are easily solved, but rather to show how

easily some perspectives can render features mysteriously epiphenomenal. There are

many ways of looking at things, and pragmatists are supposed to be flexible, right?

Hence, it would be nice if, in addition to the roster of stances catalogued by Daniel

Dennett (1987), we followed Peirce and gave ourselves the right to also adopt what

might be called the contemplative stance.
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Abstract Introductory courses dealing with sex, gender and sexuality often assign

excerpts from Thomas Aquinas as an exemplar of the naturalist view. Given that

most novice students tend to side against such naturalism uncritically, they need to

be exposed to a more charitable account of the biological considerations motivating

a stance like Aquinas.’ With that in mind, this article presents accessible arguments

aimed at restoring deliberative balance in the classroom.
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Pedagogy

1. Introductory college and university courses dealing with sex, gender and

sexuality often structure their discussion as a back-and-forth between two basic

explanatory models that center on nature and culture, respectively. As a prominent

figure of the naturalist camp, the philosopher and Christian theologian Thomas

Aquinas gets included in many syllabi. Yet, excerpts from Aquinas—one of the

most prolific and historically significant thinkers of the Western canon—often serve

as a sort of ‘‘piñata’’: his texts are brought out only so that students can take turns

bashing them.

Aquinas argues that (1) only heterosexual couples should have sex, and that (2)

they should do so only once married and (3) only for the sake of procreation. This is

the controversial stance that lands him in anthologies and course kits. As a rule,
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students tend to side against his position from the get-go. To their novice eyes,

permissive social constructivism seems like a much safer position. Alas, such

uncritical consensus is not conducive to genuine inquiry. Of course, if a

convergence of beliefs takes place after genuine deliberation, that is another

matter. But, to see a class agreeing so uniformly, so early in the game, should be

pedagogically and philosophically alarming—especially when dealing with topics

as complex as sex, gender and sexuality.

Like all people, students have prior opinions. However, it is doubtful that, early

into an undergraduate course, anyone has any real defendable reason(s) for why they

think what they think. In an academic context driven by evidence and argument, gut

reactions should mean next to nothing. Until and unless we can get clear on the

reasons given by Aquinas, the fact that he champions conservative values should be

unimportant. Good scholarship demands that we give a thinker a fair hearing before

evaluating her ideas (one does not have to pay tuition to adopt this laudable

mindset).

Interpreting a thinker charitability is more than abiding by textual fidelity; it is

presenting the relevant ideas so that they come across as persuasive. In the case of

Aquinas, this is rarely done. There is a vast primary and secondary literature on him,

but what is lacking is a jargon-free presentation that students can relate to. Only

once we have a firm handle on the core motivations of his stance should we beef up

that skeletal argumentative structure with details, otherwise the essential point will

get lost. So, in the sections that follow, I am going to try to defend Aquinas’

naturalist view of sexuality, as persuasively as I can.

For a host of psychological reasons, conveying ideas persuasively requires being

persuaded by them, if only provisionally. So, to stress this provisional character, I

want to make it clear that what I am setting out to defend is not a Christian

conservative mindset, but rather genuine inquiry. Those gripped by a militant sense

of conviction can sometimes see enemies even among allies, so if one finds oneself

chomping at the bit with objections, then one should direct those objections at

Aquinas, not me. Indeed, in another context, I might be the one voicing criticisms.

But, regardless of their source, such criticisms will mean little if they thrash the

good and bad parts of a theory indiscriminately. Biological naturalism has a lot

going for it, so I want to promote a more balanced appraisal.

2. Aquinas wants to defend the sanctity of heterosexual marriage using natural

evidence. At first glance, his approach seems misplaced, since marriage is clearly a

social act: usually, there is an exchange of rings, a third party witnessing the vows, a

paper trail that records the event, and so on. All of this looks like a contract, bound

only by mutual agreement(s). Yet, Aquinas wants to argue that social mores

pertaining to relationships can, do, and should have an underlying natural basis that

is not merely conventional. Logically, if one is unconvinced that such mores ‘‘can’’

have a natural basis, one will not endorse the stronger claims that they ‘‘do’’ and

‘‘should’’ have such a basis. Even so, let me try to motivate the idea that some

cultural institutions (like marriage) can have an underlying natural basis.

Aquinas’ arguments rely heavily on the notion of natural function. Aquinas holds

that the natural end of sperm—what sperm is for—is procreation. He uses this goal-
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directedness as a normative standard, such that ‘‘it is good for everything to gain its

end, and evil for it to be diverted from its due end’’ (Aquinas 2009, p. 65). In this

way, Aquinas links theology and teleology. Practically speaking, he thinks that

‘‘every emission of the semen is contrary to the good of man, which takes place in a

way whereby generation is impossible; and if this is done on purpose, it must be a

sin’’ (ibid.). Even with this superficial rendering, one can sense that some of the

links in Aquinas’ arguments are tenuous. Even so, those arguments appeal to

biological considerations that, when properly understood, cannot be easily

dismissed.

Aquinas makes much of the fact that, without sperm, a given species would not

survive. So, even ‘‘though the semen is superfluous for the preservation of the

individual, yet it is necessary to him for the propagation of the species’’ (Aquinas

2009, p. 65). Biology obviously recognizes the pivotal role of sperm as a conveyor

of genetic baggage, along with the female egg. Many contemporary biologists

would add that this evolutionary function to create offspring is probably what led

the sex act to become pleasurable. After all, animals are more likely to engage in

something if it is pleasurable than if it is not. This plausible evolutionary

reconstruction would explain why many mammals have been observed engaging in

homosexual behavior and/or masturbation. Surely these last pieces of animal

behaviour are part of naturalism too. Yet, Aquinas sees the same data differently.

For him, helping oneself to the hedonistic bonus of sex without fulfilling the main

function/purpose of that activity is in some sense ‘‘wrong.’’

Aquinas argues that, owing to their rational faculty, humans stand apart from

other animals in an important way, such that the inference from what many

mammals do to what we should do does not go through as smoothly. The experience

of pleasure during sex remains undeniable. ‘‘It is in fact quite clear that Aquinas

thought it entirely reasonable to be interested in and motivated by the prospect of

enjoying the pleasures of marital sexual intercourse’’ (Finnis 1997, p. 102). But,

Aquinas deemed it ‘‘wrong to make sexual pleasure one’s sole motive in or for

intercourse’’ (ibid., p. 103). On this view, the permissibility of hedonism is

constrained by the satisfaction of natural functions. Only when the latter is met can

the former be indulged in.

This idea may meet with frowns on most urban university campuses, but the fact

is that, Christian or not, a large part of the world actually agrees with Aquinas’

conservative prescriptions. Moreover, the stance promoted by Aquinas ‘‘is alive and

well today among some philosophers of sex, even if the details do not precisely

match Aquinas’s original version’’ (Soble 2002, p. xxxiv). So, those who want to

sweep this broad view under the rug will need a very big rug. Truth or falsity cannot

be settled by a vote. Still, it is always nice to know why those around us believe the

things they do, especially in classrooms with diverse cohorts.

Understanding Aquinas, however, requires a shift in vantage. As a system-

builder, Aquinas argues from premises which are in turn conclusions of prior

arguments. Hence, whenever he says something about ‘‘what one should do’’ in

ethics, it is because of commitments on ‘‘what one can know’’ in epistemology.

Likewise, if he says something about ‘‘what one can know’’ in epistemology, it is

because of commitments on ‘‘what there is’’ in metaphysics. In this standard
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subsumption relation, ethical inquiry subsumes two inquiries, and Aquinas wants to

go all the way down. This ambitious approach led him to write vast ‘‘sums’’ (Summa

in Latin) meant to capture all of human knowledge, without remainder. As a result,

the common academic practice of studying an excerpt in isolation is simply

inappropriate when studying the ideas of Aquinas. He was aiming for synthesis, not

sound-bites.

Because attempts to answer ethical questions depend on more basic answers in

epistemology and metaphysics, Aquinas drew on (Aristotelian) science to defend his

view of sex and marriage. In light of current frictions between science and religion

over topics like abortion and creationism, this appeal to science may seem

surprising. Yet, science and religion were not always considered enemies. Indeed,

Aquinas believed that, since God would never deceive humankind, whatever results

humans achieve by way of scientific inquiry should in principle converge with the

truths gleaned by revelation. Working from this conviction, he always made sure

that the end-points of his arguments always agreed with Church dogmas.

Thus, when looking at Aquinas’ work, we normally find two paths converging on

common claims. One path is natural and secular, while the other path is supernatural

and religious. Because of this, Aquinas enjoys a sort of double-citizenship in the

intellectual world. Some read him to elucidate their understanding of Catholic

beliefs, whereas others read him for the independent merit of his arguments. To

portray him only as a religious thinker would be wrong. It would like inferring that,

because a great cook was also a great athlete, that person was never a great cook.

Now, I am a professional philosopher, so I reject revelation as a source of

knowledge. Still, to the extent that the arguments in question have merit, I see no

reason why I cannot follow Aquinas down his secular route. We know in advance

what conclusions he is going to reach, but it can be instructive to reconstruct his

reasoning.

3. As mentioned, Aquinas draws on Aristotelian science to justify his views.

Aristotelian science was a successful predictive and explanatory paradigm that

served Western thinkers for close to two millennia. Aristotle was a natural

philosopher concerned with determining the essential and accidental properties of

things, so in many respects his inquiry does not fit with what we would today

consider science. Still, when it comes to biology, the Aristotelian approach shares

two traits with contemporary science: it relies on observation and it generalizes

particular observations into theories that have a wider scope.

To illustrate this interplay between observation and generalization, we can

consider a straightforward example. Suppose that you are a scientist studying peat

bogs. You get a research grant, put on your boots, go in the field, and take various

measurements. Whatever you glean about peat bogs is not invented; rather, it is

discovered. This is observation. Eventually, after observing quite a large number of

peat bogs that have, say, rounded edges, you conclude that ‘‘Peat bogs have rounded

edges.’’ The statement about peat bogs having rounded edges does not apply to just

one peat bog; rather, it is intended to range over all peat bogs. This is generalization.

Now, suppose that one day you encounter a peat bog in Norway that has a jagged

edge. This counter-example can also be observed, so should it prompt you to abandon
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your previous hard-earned generalization about rounded edges? Not likely. Some

schools (e.g., Popper 2002) recommend total falsification of a scientific theory at the

first sign of a counter-example, but in most cases this recommendation would bring

cognition to a halt (recent advances in machine learning have effectively falsified the

Popperian claim that generalization is a myth; see Gillies 2009, pp. 105–107). So,

instead of tossing away all the observations made in notepads over the years, a more

parsimonious response would be to gloss the jagged-edged bog in Norway as a

statistical anomaly which can be recorded but safely overlooked. What matters is

that, in 99 % of the cases, the edges are round. Anyone who would fail to pay

attention to this bulk feature would fail to understand peat bogs.

Now, let us re-apply this generic scientific methodology of observation and

generalization to a case related to sex, namely sperm. Sperm is found among males of

non-human animals. Some of those non-human animals may stay committed sexual

partners, but they certainly do not get married. So, to keep the topic less controversial,

assume that everything I am about to say pertains to, say, squirrel sperm.

Science, as we saw, is based on observation, and in order for particular

observations to yield usable knowledge, one has to generalize those observations in

a way that overlooks minor aberrations. Indeed, one of the first things one learns in

experimental methodology classes is how to round out numerical results. What does

this mean for sperm?

Let us rely on observation to determine what actually goes on when sperm enters

a vagina. Lots and lots of sperm swim about. Chemicals emitted by this group of

sperm are needed to alter the egg’s wall and allow a sperm to enter, but only one

sperm actually enters the egg. This means that 99 % hit the walls of the vagina or

uterus, and less than 1 % hits the egg (were we to count all the sperm that ends up in

tissues, that percentage would be very low). Like the single Norwegian peat bog that

had escaped the feature of roundedness, should we therefore round-out the statistics

and conclude that ‘‘Spermatozoa are cells released in male semen that hit vaginal

and uterine walls’’?

If we did this—if we dismissed the one sperm that reaches the ovum—we would

fail to properly understand the nature of sperm. Unlike the peat bogs with jagged

edges, here it is the majority of 99 % that needs to be overlooked.

This raises an important question: What justifies overlooking such an abundance

of data in favor of a single, statistically irrelevant, event? Drawing on Aristotelian

science, Aquinas would answer that what makes the single spermatozoon outweigh

all the rest is the function that it serves (and that function, he would argue, is not to

moisten tissues).

Humans are not squirrels. So, using cultural channels like shared language, can

we just decide that ‘‘hitting vaginal and uterine walls’’ is the proper function of

sperm? How much can our conventional agreement about this or that alter how

things in fact are? Thomas Aquinas proceeds from the assumption that biological

functions exist, and that what these functions are for—i.e., their teleology or goal-

directedness—is not up to us. Of course, Aquinas would acknowledge that bodily

acts besides male/female procreative coupling are possible—masturbation, for

instance, does not contravene the laws of his (or any other) physics. However, he

argues that, while possible, such acts nevertheless misapply a natural function.
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In the course of evolution, some features that were initially selected by a set of

environmental pressures can end up being put to a different use (Gould and Vrba

1982). Sex for pleasure would thus co-opt the role of organs that owe their existence

to the promotion of fitness (this is certainly more true of the penis than the clitoris, a

region of the female anatomy about which Aquinas has very little to say; see Gudorf

1994, p. 65). Humans, however, do not deviate from a natural function in the same

passive manner that a river deviates from its established course. Rather, because

humans have free will, they can assess their ‘‘deviancy’’ in a normative key. This, at

any rate, is what Aquinas contends.

In saying this, Aquinas is essentially trying to vindicate religious dogma, in a

way so successful that he was made the official philosopher of the Catholic Church.

Even so, the fact that a major religion enlists his writings does not rob Aquinas’

main argument of its plausibility: When it comes to biological subjects, there is a

mind-independent rationale that allows us to distinguish some functions as primary

(or ‘‘natural’’) and others as derived (or ‘‘un-natural’’). This is the key idea that

students must understand if they are to have a genuine appreciation of what drives

Aquinas’ claims about sex, gender, and sexuality. Attending only to his rejection of

libertine ways without exploring his biological account would merely scratch the

surface.

4. Rejecting or endorsing the naturalness of biological functions may seem like a

purely theoretical matter, but it has a host of practical consequences. For instance, as

part of his discussion of marriage, Aquinas levels arguments against what we would

nowadays call ‘‘deadbeat dads,’’ giving positive reasons for why educating one’s

child(ren) is an important long-term responsibility. In Aquinas’ words, ‘‘the fitness

of human life requires man to stand by woman after the sexual act is done, and not

to go off at once and form connections with any one he meets […]’’ (2009, p. 65).

So, if one jettisons Thomistic naturalism on account of marriage being just an

accepted lifestyle choice, then one also jettisons a cluster of powerful arguments

calling for parental responsibility.

Once an umbilical cord has been cut and a child becomes physically separate

from its mother, why should sustained parental care matter? Unqualified adherence

to social constructivism would seem to imply that parenting is an optional endeavor,

even if opted for often. If this is right, then abandoning a baby on a street corner is a

bit like farting in public: it is something which happens to go against shared social

norms, but which is no more or less intrinsically wrong outside of those norms. This

comparison between public farting and parenting will, I hope, engender a recoil—a

strong sense that there is clearly something that sets them apart. If so, then just what

is the difference? Is giving up a child just an unpopular practice met with various

social penalties, or is there some natural fact that commits a parent to supplying

nourishment and education over the long haul?

Typically, beginning students who are asked this question try to have it both

ways: they hold that it is okay to forgo having a child, but not okay to forgo caring

for a child once you have it. Or, they hold that, minimally, someone somewhere

should care for the child, and that this holds for all cultures. Why is this? Switching

theories on an ad hoc basis is facile, but what principled reason underpins this
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student conviction that child abandonment is really wrong and not just unfashion-

able? Appealing to shared emotions only slides this question one notch away,

because those emotions surely have a source, and we can rightfully ask whether that

source is nature or nurture or both (in which case careful disambiguation would be

required).

Now, if it is plausible to think that parent–child unions are underwritten by

considerations that go beyond mere social convention, why wouldn’t it be likewise

plausible to think that parent–parent unions also enjoy a natural basis? In other

words, if a newborn comes into this world expecting to be cared for by one or more

adult(s), why is it extravagant to suggest that a newborn comes into this world

expecting to be cared for by the two adults who actually made it? Social

constructivists can of course say that strong normative groundings owe their

strength to the social agreement(s) about them. But, there are other accounts besides

this, and students should competently be made aware of those alternatives.

There are undoubtedly flaws in the arguments supporting naturalist views, but

Aquinas at least gives us reasons to evaluate. Whatever else he may be, he is

certainly not a moving target. Skipping a charitable study of his reasons just to feel

safe in pre-existing beliefs would be a missed opportunity. One is of course free to

champion same-sex relationships and/or find no problem in non-procreational sex,

but doing so burdens one with explaining why vast segments of the world

population simply do not agree. If nothing else, the conservative opinions of one’s

fellow humans will appear less mysterious when one attends to the more prominent

justifications from which those opinions descend.

5. By highlighting the crucial difference between predominantly-rounded-peat-

bogs and predominantly-unsuccessful-sperm, I have tried to motivate the view that

some functions might be natural. If goal-directedness does not enter the picture, then

statistical rounding-out obliges us to say that ‘‘sperm do not work,’’ when in fact our

very life shows that, clearly, they do. One might object that these arguments rest on

an Aristotelian notion of teleology that is antiquated and disproven. But,

interestingly, teleology has never disappeared from (and is arguably making a

comeback in) current debates (see Ariew et al. 2002). In any event, the fact remains

that many lay people—notably Catholics—routinely appeal to goal-directedness

when discussing their views on sex. So, even without the natural story, this

widespread cultural trend warrants our taking a closer look.

Treating naturalist accounts of sexuality with a minimum of intellectual respect

still leaves many questions unanswered. For instance, does accepting the reality of

biological functions necessarily entail buying into specific ethical/political doctri-

nes? When the sperm hits the egg, it feels nothing, but when a man ejaculates, he

feels something. Does that matter? If so, why? Is there a worthwhile distinction to

be made between an ‘‘organ’’ and an ‘‘organism’’? If so, what are the differences

and similarities? Can we run the same goal-directed account on an organ like the

clitoris? Can one grant the claim that some functions are natural while holding that

non-marital relationships are okay too? After all, if being a great athlete or

theologian does not preclude one from also being a great cook or philosopher, why
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should having casual sex with multiple partners preclude one from also being a

lifelong sexual partner to a single person?

Pursuing some or all of these questions seems more promising than simply

restating what Aquinas believed in a disapproving tone. Consider the inference that

‘‘If the penis entering the vagina is the paradigmatic natural act, then any other

combination of anatomical connections will be unnatural and hence immoral’’

(Soble 2002, pp. xxx–xxxi). It is one thing to grant the antecedent of this if–then

conditional, but a lot of missing links have to be inserted for the supplementary

ethical conclusion following the ‘‘hence’’ to actually follow. Classroom discussion

can, I think, be profitably directed to those missing links. However, disapproval

without justification is no better, rationally speaking, than stamping one’s foot.

Of course, it sometimes happens that, at the close of a finite inquiry, we end up

right where we started, belief-wise. However, educators who say that they want to

‘‘make a difference’’ must be open to the possibility that students exposed to new

ideas might emerge with beliefs genuinely different from their professors (and/or

their former selves). If students walk away from a class remembering only that

Aquinas was a dead religious nutter who believed in straight vanilla sex (to use their

argot), or walk away only with a newfound ability to dress up that undefended

assessment in fancier-sounding jargon, then something has gone seriously wrong.

True, Aquinas believed all that, but he also said a lot more.

Students do not need to attend college or university to have opinions about

sexuality; they can already have those opinions for free at the local coffee shop.

Intellectual work consists in subjecting those opinions to critical scrutiny. However,

such scrutiny will amount to little unless it is informed by charitable portrayals. Of

course, if the tenets of Thomism must be endorsed as a whole, then I do not endorse

Thomism (I suspect few academics would). To reiterate my disclaimer, what I

defend is not Christian conservativism, but rather genuine inquiry. Yet, one does not

have to consider Aquinas a Saint to realize that what he has to say is sensible

enough to spare his texts from serving as a classroom piñata. If this essay can help to

make that practice less common, then I will be satisfied.
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TRACKING INFERENCES IS NOT ENOUGH: 

THE GIVEN AS TIE-BREAKER 
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ABSTRACT: Most inferentialists hope to bypass givenness by tracking the conditionals 

claimants are implicitly committed to. I argue that this approach is underdetermined 

because one can always construct parallel trees of conditionals. I illustrate this using the 

Müller-Lyer illusion and touching a table. In the former case, the lines are either even 

or uneven; in the latter case, a moving hand will either sweep through or be halted. For 

each possibility, we can rationally foresee consequents. However, I argue that, until and 

unless we benefit from what is given in experience, we cannot know whether to affirm 

the antecedents of those conditionals. 

KEYWORDS: inferentialism, perception, empiricism, foundationalism, 

argumentation 

 

Introduction 

Empiricism appeals heavily to observation(s), but this idea of letting knowledge 

rest on observation(s) is now widely regarded as a “myth.” The epithet “myth of 

the Given” was famously introduced by Wilfrid Sellars.1 Sellars did not deny the 

existence of sensations as non-propositional deliverances of the senses. He did, 

however, argue that they cannot play the role of the given, for they are non-

propositional and hence cannot serve as foundations for our knowledge. On this 

view, sensations cause but cannot justify beliefs. This view has since inspired a 

whole school of thought.2 However, against the view and its school, I want to 

argue that sensations can cause and justify beliefs. 

                                                                 
1 Wilfrid Sellars, “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind,” in Minnesota Studies in the 
Philosophy of Science: Volume 1, eds. Herbert Feigl and Michael Scriven (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1956), 253-329.  
2 See Chauncey Maher, The Pittsburgh School of Philosophy: Sellars, McDowell, Brandom (New 

York: Routledge, 2012). There is even talk of “myths” in the plural, as in Carl B. Sachs, 

Intentionality and the Myths of the Given: Between Pragmatism and Phenomenology (London: 

Pickering & Chatto, 2014). 
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I am certainly not the first to say so.3 But, the pro-Given position deserves a 

fresh round of exposure. As it happens, I think I have a few good arguments to 

offer. Since I do not want to veer into a literature review, let me jump right in 

with those arguments. 

Reasoning in the Dark 

Consider the Müller-Lyer illusion. In this image, two lines of equal length are 

juxtaposed side by side for comparison. Located at the tips of each line are arrow 

heads, the pair of one line pointing inward, the other pointing outward. The net 

effect of this simple configuration is that, when seen, the lines appear to be of 

unequal lengths. The inward-pointing arrows (seemingly) elongate the line on 

which they are appended, while the outward-pointing ones (seemingly) compress 

theirs. Hence, despite being identical in length when measured with a ruler, a 

subject looking at these two lines will nevertheless experience them as being 

uneven. 

A causal episode spawns an experience of uneven lines but, once that 

content is incorporated holistically within the rest of a subject’s beliefs, the subject 

can no longer cite the experience in order to establish the merit of her claims. As 

John McDowell explains,  

In the Müller-Lyer illusion, one’s experience represents the two lines as being 

unequally long, but someone in the know will refrain from judging that that is 

how things are.4  

Thus, looking at the situation from an epistemological perspective, we seem to 

have a clear-cut substantiation of the idea that appeals to “the given” are 

powerless. What really matters is inferential prowess in what Sellars called “the 

logical space of reasons.”5 In this space, “mere” looking is supposedly of no help. 

As a means of illustrating why this inferentialist movement away from 

observational givenness is wrong, consider a subject who has no clue what the 

Müller-Lyer illusion is. She has no prior knowledge of this object, neither “by 

description” nor “by acquaintance.” Let this subject sit alone in a quiet room 

equipped with an image-projector. The Müller-Lyer image is then displayed, with 

ample noise-free time for her to see what is before her. We now turn off the 

                                                                 
3 See for example Richard Schantz, “The Role of Sensory Experience in Epistemic Justification: 

A Problem for Coherentism,” Erkenntnis 50 (1999): 177-191. 
4 John H. McDowell, Mind and World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 11. 
5 Sellars, “Empiricism,” section 36. 
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projector and close the lights in the room, such that she is immersed in total 

darkness. At this point, a voice explains to her the following argument: 

1) The Müller-Lyer lines appear uneven 

2) The Müller-Lyer lines are even 

3) Illusions are not as they appear 

Therefore, 

4) The Müller-Lyer lines are an illusion 

Suppose that, at the completion of this intellectual commerce, our subject becomes 

convinced that the lines were in fact even, despite what she saw. She has dispelled 

an illusion, and now endorses a truth. Is the experience which our subject enjoyed 

when the image was visible really impotent in the space of reasons? 

Someone could say that, because premises 1 and 3 talk of appearances, they 

clearly play some role in the deliberations. Indeed, the best thinkers on the matter 

(e.g., Sellars, McDowell, and Brandom) each have a great deal to say about how 

appearances and thoughts and claims about appearances figure in justifying beliefs. 

As Brandom explains, Sellars held that, when one says that something merely 

“looks” a certain way, “one is not endorsing a claim, but withholding endorsement 

from one.”6 I agree completely with this account. However, I think it overlooks 

something: we switch to a non-committal idiom only occasionally. We do not, for 

example, use it when describing a square as straight-edged. So, appearance talk is 

subject to conditions of application that sometimes make it normatively 

inappropriate. The point of my example about the argument in the dark is to show 

that inference alone cannot determine this appropriateness. 

Of course, my experimental design presents the argument only once the 

image projector has been shut off, so in that sense it is trivially true that the 

exercise did not involve the image, which figures only in absentia. However, can 

one really conclude from this that the observational episode played no part in the 

conclusion which the argument ultimately recommends? I argue that both during 

and after the image-projection, givenness is crucial. So, to give my set-up a 

revealing twist, what if, instead of showing my subject that the lines appear 

uneven, I merely told her? 

If one wants to persuade someone that the Müller-Lyer image is an illusion, 

then whatever shape the argument takes, one of the premises will have to be that 

“The Müller-Lyer lines appear uneven.” Yet, what would happen to that argument 

                                                                 
6 Robert B. Brandom, From Empiricism to Expressivism: Brandom Reads Sellars (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2015), 108. 
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if the lines appeared even? Reasoning alone might establish the formal validity of 

the inference presented in the darkness, but the only way for the subject to assess 

the soundness of the argument is for her to take advantage of the experiential 

deliverances which alone can establish whether the first premise is true. Indeed, it 

is by no means obvious to armchair reflection that tagging arrow-heads on a line 

lengthens or shortens that line. Hence, the merit of the inference as knowledge 

will remain undetermined – until and unless a subject sneaks a peak at some 

quality tenaciously asserting its own standing. 

Note that, by design, I have not provided an illustration of the Müller-Lyer 

illusion. In so doing, I have positioned the reader in the equivalent of the dark 

room, but with no prior projection made. Let those who know what my argument 

is about determine for themselves to what extent their acquaintance contributes to 

their assessment of my reasons. Familiarity with the lexicon and grammar I have 

employed will not by itself allow one to determine whether appending pairs of 

arrow heads to a line shortens or lengthens that line. If someone unfamiliar with 

what I have said were to confidently judge my claims as right or wrong, her 

confidence would be mere chutzpah – a mock-judgement, we might say. 

Part of what we do when we ask for and supply reasons is “make explicit” 

the inferences that we commit to in making a claim.7 Now, the situation I am 

discussing is clear-cut: either the lines are even or they are not. So, in principle, 

we might be able to map out what a community would expect from an agent 

making either claim. If the lines are uneven, then were one to draw perpendicular 

lines at the ends of the longer arrow, those new lines should pass by the shorter 

arrow without touching it. If, on the contrary, the arrow lines are even, then 

perpendicular additions should touch both of their tips. Geometrical examples like 

these are homey, but a plethora of more inventive conditionals sprout from each 

possibility. For example, if the lines appear uneven, then a savvy marketer could 

add pointed tips to her products in order to affect consumer choices. I agree with 

the inferentialist that the ability to foresee conditionals like these is an important 

marker of semantic entitlement. Simply put, if you don’t know (at least some of) 

what is implicit in what you say, then you don’t know what you are saying. Or, to 

dress the same idea in fancier jargon,  

                                                                 
7 Robert B. Brandom, Making It Explicit: Reasoning, Representing, and Discursive Commitment 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994). 
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[t]he capacity to use the underlying descriptive vocabulary can be 

straightforwardly (indeed, algorithmically) transformed into the capacity to 

use conditionals involving that vocabulary.8  

Yet, I argue that all these conditionals will just sit there, unused, until and 

unless one is given an observational cause to either affirm or deny their 

antecedents. Otherwise, one has no way to figure out which of this double book-

keeping is right or wrong. 

The inferentialist might reply that conditionals can be endorsed without 

endorsing their antecedents. That is true. After all, I happen to assent to “If aliens 

visit the Earth, then we will need galactic ambassadors” without assenting to 

“Aliens visit the Earth.” Still, whenever I endorse a conditional, I make myself 

rationally open to a potential modus ponens. Inferentialism is at its best when it 

stresses how “[t]he responsibility one undertakes by applying a concept is a task 

responsibility: a commitment to do something.”9 That said, the application of a 

concept draws on the hybrid faculty of judgment, so it cannot rely solely on an 

economy between general concepts to determine the appropriateness of a 

particular case. 

A person can be credited with rationality for being able to list (some of) the 

inferences entailed by what she claims, but this ability and the ascription it 

licenses do nothing to establish whether a specific claim is true. Hence, I submit 

that the only way to break the stalemate between anticipated consequences is to 

see whether their antecedents should be affirmed. So long as arguments are truth-

preserving, not truth-generating, stacking more inferences will not fix things. 

Discovering how things actually are is an achievement. In the Müller-Lyer 

image, this achievement is quickly attained by a few diagrammatic manipulations 

(like dragging the lines so that they overlap, or adding perpendicular lines so that 

they intersect). But, to benefit from those manipulations, one must take stock of 

their outcome. The moral, then, is this: whether the lines indeed appear unequal is 

ascertained by looking, and whether they are in fact equal is also ascertained by 

looking. Either way, the claims and inferences are answerable to the experiential 

qualities before one. 

It might be worth recalling that philosophers who reject the given do so, 

not in response to some tangible crisis, but on account of a technical let-down: it is 

not propositional, and therefore cannot enter into an argument. Arguments are 

                                                                 
8 Robert B. Brandom, From Empiricism to Expressivism: Brandom Reads Sellars (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2015), 191. 
9 Robert B. Brandom, Perspectives on Pragmatism: Classical, Recent, and Contemporary 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 2. 
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important, but since they are truth-preserving and not truth-generating, they can 

accomplish only so much. I thus think that speculative misgivings about the given 

are misplaced. It seems wiser to say that  

[t]he verbal argument is at most only stage setting; the heart of the drama is the 

invocation of experience and, indeed, the attempt to register accurately the felt 

force of relevant experience.10  

Pursuing with this, all I can do by way of argument is doctor a balanced set of 

considerations and let one ascertain whether one’s judgement about the even or 

uneven lines is supported by something inside or outside this article. 

Conclusion 

I have argued that, because the given can cause and justify beliefs, tracking 

inferences is not enough. Since my point is a general one, I want to close by 

restating it using an ordinary experience. 

Imagine that I propose to sweep my arm so that the path of my arm 

intersects with the position of a table. Will the table block me? Again, this is a 

clear-cut question with two possible outcomes. Suppose I make a commitment and 

verbally proclaim: “My arm will sweep right through the table.” Am I right or 

wrong? One might answer that any sober adult who competently deploys words 

like “arm” and “table” ought to know that, when assembled in the proposition “My 

arm will sweep right through the table,” those words yield a falsehood. Hence, 

because I speak a natural language, I have inherited a store of well-confirmed 

habits which allow me to fruitfully forecast eventual states of affairs solely on the 

basis of vocabulary and grammar (These forecasts can be expressed as conditionals. 

I ought to know, for instance, that if my arm is halted, then I will be prevented 

from using it to scratch my knee under the table, and so on). Still, call me 

incredulous, but I like to check up on conventional wisdom once in a while, to see 

whether those habits indeed track the occurrences they are supposed to. So, while 

I am a competent user of “arm” and “table,” it is not irrational for me to test what 

happens when the objects of those sign-vehicles are joined in a relation matching 

a proposition. 

The result of such an experiment is quickly revealed for all to see: my 

sweeping arm is halted by the table. Yet, those who try to replace the given by 

inferences must make a longer detour to justify this. I have argued that their 

project cannot succeed, because inferences always allow one to map out two (or 

more) mutually-exclusive detours. As a philosophy of language, tracking such 

                                                                 
10 Vincent M. Colapietro, “Peirce Today,” Pragmatism Today 1 (2010): 11. 
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inferential consequences constitutes a genuine achievement. But, as an 

epistemology, it amounts to little, unless we are given the means to judge which of 

the competing inferences have true conclusions. Givenness, whatever else it might 

be, is the tie-breaker.11 

                                                                 
11 I want to thank Robert Brandom, Henry Jackman, Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen, Erkki Kilpinen, 

Henrik Rydenfelt, Serge Robert, Claude Panaccio, Patrice Philie, and audience members at the 

Helsinki Metaphysical Club. 
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Abstract: Historians occasionally use timelines, butmany seem to regard such signs
merely as ways of visually summarizing results that are presumably better expressed
in prose. Challenging this language-centered view, I suggest that timelines might
assist the generation of novel historical insights. To show this, I begin by looking at
studies confirming the cognitive benefits of diagrams like timelines. I then try to
survey the remarkable diversity of timelines by analyzing actual examples. Finally,
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1 Introduction

Many lay and professional articles, books, andwebsites about history use timelines.
There are two ways of looking at this. One is to regard timelines as expository
devices that come after historians have done their job. This is arguably the domi-
nant view, perhaps because it rarely comes under any scrutiny. The other way of
looking at timelines is to regard their use as an integral part of historical inquiry.
I want to motivate the latter view, which says that timelines are, or at least should
be, an integral part of how we come to know the past.

We do not fully understand how timelines work, exactly. Spatial depictions
of historical time have been prominent in the West since at least the middle of
the eighteenth century (see Rosenberg 2007), but in spite of the fact that “we use
chronologies all the time, and could not do without them, we typically see them
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as only distillations of complex historical narratives and ideas” (Rosenberg and
Grafton 2010: 10). I want to argue, though, that a full consideration of timelines
challenges this view – or at least shows its limitations.

Promising investigations of timelines have been conducted (I will look at
these), but so long as the use of these devices is considered lowbrowby professional
historians and suspect by professional philosophers, our understanding and appre-
ciation will progress at a slower pace than it could/should. So, in an effort to
disabuse those professions of unhelpful apprehensions, I will look at studies con-
firming the cognitive benefits of diagrams like timelines. I will then survey the
remarkable diversity of timelines by analyzing some actual examples taken from the
wild (i. e., the internet). As we will see, one of the most basic functions of timelines
is conjunction, at once visual and logical. Since historical facts mean very little in
isolation, I will argue that neglecting the patterns revealed by such conjunctions
might mean neglecting significant aspects of reality.

2 Timelines as instruments of diagrammatic
reasoning

Like all images, timelines let viewers scan them at various places. Importantly,
this back and forth of the gaze is not merely visual, but it also supports
inferences. We can bring questions to bear on images and those questions can
be infirmed, confirmed, or morphed into a new set of questions.

This inferential potential becomes more pronounced when parallel timelines
split events into two or more groups, so as to make explicit both thematic unity
(on a line) and disunity (on a different line). Such an organization compels
interpreters to reassemble data from different domains, thereby revealing con-
nections that might have otherwise gone unseen. Consider a recent study that
used a “virtual environment” to divide historical events into three domains: art,
psychology, and general history, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Subjects in the experiment were able to interact with the three timelines by
shifting lanes, as it were, and also by moving backwards and forwards. Even
though participants were not told the goal of the study, when they were tested
two weeks later, they showed an increased ability to recall the information
shown, as compared to a control group that had used booklets. Researchers
explain that, “[a]ccording to the verbal reports of [virtual environment] partici-
pants, the most important factor that helped them achieve high scores […] was
their ability to connect events with each other – to see a structure and a point of
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reference, being able to look across the three timelines, suggesting in turn that
they were genuinely using a ‘survey’ form of cognitive representation” (Korallo
et al. 2012: 860).

As one makes connections not previously made, novel features can come into
view. The discovery of such a relation may be just as important as the discovery of a
relatum. The Rosetta Stone, for example, reshaped a large region of our web of
belief precisely because Egyptologists were able to relate it to pre-existing questions
and concerns regarding the meaning of hieroglyphs. Now, if the activities of finding
relata and finding relations are continuous manifestations of a common quest to
understand the past, then scrutinizing timelines can potentially lead to further
findings. This does not mean that we can dispense with frontline research. But, if
one manipulates a stock of acquired findings, anything gleaned by those manip-
ulations should only benefit the cause of historical inquiry.

3 Diagrammatic reasoning and the
growth of knowledge

Juxtaposing timelines from different domains can facilitate memory, but there is
more at stake here than increased recollection. At the height of logical positivism,

Figure 1: Virtual environment with multiple timelines (taken from Korallo et al. 2012: 858).
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Otto Neurath wrote that “Wenn der Zoologe Tiere, der Botaniker Pflanzen unterfucht,
fo wird kein neues Gegenftandsgebiet erfchloffen, falls jemand die Beziehungen
zwifchen Tieren und Pflanzen unterfucht” [If the zoologist investigates animals and
the botanist investigates plants, no new object-region is opened up if somebody
investigates the relation between animals and plants] (1935: 400). This view fails to
explain why the activity of weaving relations is so cognitively taxing. It also fails to
explain why the activity of weaving relations is so scientifically rewarding. Indeed,
the case could be made that, over the last century, some of the most important
scientific advances have been interdisciplinary in nature.

Echoing this, researchers using timelines in virtual environments suggested
that, properly harnessed, timelines might allow subjects to “potentially under-
stand more about what happens in different disciplines at the same time, and in
turn build up relationships between events and help them to understand more
about cause and effect phenomena” (Korallo et al. 2012: 861). Some studies have
even shown that, by fine-tuning our awareness of “where” we have been and
“where” we are going, timelines can reduce stress (Mazzetti and Blenkinsopp
2012) and even improve emotional coping (Curry 2009). Preliminary results like
these suffice to prompt a closer examination of timelines.

Timelines seem able to make higher-level abstractions (like figuring out
what unites zoology and botany) accessible to lower-level channels (like seeing
that this is to the left of that). How all this occurs is not entirely clear. Yet, it is
very likely that Williams James was right when he suggested that “the relations
between things […] are just as much matters of direct particular experience,
neither more so nor less so, than the things themselves” (1977: 136). One way to
handle complex historical knowledge, then, is to embody portions of the vast
data in sign-vehicles that can be directly experienced.

James’ friend and fellow pragmatist, the American polymath Charles
Sanders Peirce, believed that all knowledge is inferential and that all inferences
are a form of diagrammatic reasoning. Peirce defined a diagram as a sign-vehicle
whose relations resemble the relations of its object (1931–1958: v. 2, ¶ 277).

Timelines fit this description in several respects. First, the points on a line are
not themselves past events, so only the relational skeleton between those relata is
represented. Second, time is linear, and so are most timelines. This allows us to
order items in “before” and “after” relations. Transitivity applies. Thus, if you were
born after John F. Kennedy and John F. Kennedy was born after Beethoven, then
you were born after Beethoven. Third, timelines can depict spans of time in a way
that preserves their relative scale. Not all timelines strive for this extra degree of
iconic motivation, but many do. Thus, if the duration of an event like the so-called
“Hundred Years War” is one-tenth of a millennium, a timeline could preserve this
1:10 ratio regardless of the length it occupies on a page, thereby allowing
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observational inferences. If, as a matter of fact, the “Hundred Years War” did not
last a century, this information could also be stored and retrieved in the diagram.
Hence, signs like timelines “may be criticized for showing only selected aspects of
the territory” that they are about, but “all representations are bound to make such
selections, without this in any way preventing them from potentially representing
the aspects so selected in a truthful way” (Stjernfelt 2014a: 414).

Timelines can thus offer cognitive advantages that symbols like numbers and
letters cannot match. One of these advantages is the ability to halt certain fallacious
patterns of reasoning. Consider, for example, what is known as the “base rate
fallacy” (Bar-Hillel 1980). Studies have shown that subjects routinely encounter
an innate difficulty when compounding ratios. For example, suppose that there is a
given quantity, x. If subjects are presentedwith a low subset of x, say 10%, and then
asked to extract a high percentage from that subset, say 90%, a recurring bias will
have them mistakenly foreground the higher fraction. Under its influence, subjects
will tend towrongly estimate 90%-of-10% as being higher than, say, 30%-of-90%.

Findings like these have increasingly led researchers to distinguish between
“System 1” and “System 2” thinking (Kahneman 2011). System 1 thinking is quick
and automatic, whereas System 2 thinking is slow and reflective. When subjects
latch onto the larger percentage while forgetting the rate on which it was based,
it is because their System 1 heuristics kick in. From an evolutionary standpoint,
both systems have proven reliable, but they are obviously suited to different
contexts. Theorists usually associate logical reasoning with System 2; in fact,
this association is almost defined into the dual systems account. However, one
of the most promising benefits of employing iconic signs like diagrams is that
they carry some of the System 1 efficacy over to System 2 tasks.

Consider again the ingrained biases with compounded ratios. What happens
when the same problems are posed in a diagrammatic idiom instead of a
numerical one? Here, an iconic rendering seems to make the base rate fallacy
less likely. Indeed, if one depicts the comparison as a collection of parallel lines
instead of numerical symbols, as shown in Figure 2, it is literally apparent which
option is larger.

Figure 2: Parallel lines
halting the base
rate fallacy.
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When the situation is rendered as a diagram, the fact that 90% is larger
than 30% no longer obscures the final assessment: the image above clearly
shows that the top-most line is shorter than the bottom-most line. Perceptual
discrimination notwithstanding, there is no need to draw another image
comparing the top and bottom line, since that comparison is already included.
Draw the question well, and in the process you draw the answer. That is
what led Peirce to say that “a great distinguishing property of the icon is
that by the direct observation of it other truths concerning its object can be
discovered than those which suffice to determine its construction” (1931–1958:
v. 2, ¶ 279).

In Figure 2, one can make this difference in length even more vivid by
dragging the outer lines closer to each other (for more on such diagrammatic
interventions; see Stjernfelt 2014b: 263–292). Either way, because the appeal to
vision is more powerful than the appeal to the intellect (pace the dual-system
account), the base-rate fallacy loses its grip. Comparing quantities using visual
magnitudes thus seems to be more cognitively natural than comparing quanti-
ties using symbols (Moyer and Landauer 1967). The same power that generates
optical illusions can generate optical insights.

Just as parallel lines are well-suited to express relative amounts, they are
also well-suited to express relative durations. Quite simply, given a fixed legend,
a longer line takes more time than a shorter one. Interestingly, Leonhard Euler
(1835) considered spatial inclusion as the natural counterpart of logical inclu-
sion. Friedrich Lange (1877) went even further, surmising spatial inclusion
grounds all logical inclusion. Exploiting this, Gottfried Leibniz, co-inventor of
the calculus, thought that a proposition like “All Bs are Cs” (e. g., “All humans
are animals”) could be shown with the lines of Figure 3.

In the same vein, a proposition like “Some Bs are Cs” (e. g., “Some humans are wise”)
would be the one shown in Figure 4.

Figure 3: Parallel lines showing “All Bs are Cs”
(taken from Leibniz 1903: 292).

Figure 4: Parallel lines showing “Some Bs are Cs”
(taken from Leibniz 1903: 293).
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A proposition like “No B is a C” (e. g., “No human is a stone”) could be rendered
diagrammatically as in Figure 5.

Although stipulations must come into play in order for these diagrammatic signs to
make sense, there is something intuitive about their proposed interpretations. Indeed,
one recent study showed that subjects are better at estimating the duration of events
when they venture their estimates with lines instead of with numerical values
(Carelli 2011). Of course, in actual sign-use, conflicting psychological factors come
into play. For instance, research by Zerubavel (2003) suggests that subjects tend to
shorten intervals between eventswhen those events are perceived as similar, whereas
they tend to lengthen intervals when the events are perceived as dissimilar. A tenable
cognitive semiotic account of timelines would have to acknowledge all these messy
details. Still, using diagrams may be a way for historians and history teachers to
harness the power of System 1 in order to overcome the slow defects of System 2.

Professionals charged with coordinating long-term construction projects (like
digging a subway or building a hydroelectric dam) often use what is called a “Gantt
chart.” No human mind can fathom a plan on so vast a scale. Gantt charts break the
activity into manageable steps, so that planners can see whether the collective
endeavour is on time or falling behind schedule. Thus, in Figure 6, the horizontal
line showsanestimatedcompletion time,while the total horizontal spacebetween the
two vertical lines represents the time actually taken to complete the task.

In this case, work has been inefficiently carried out. Segments like these are
combined to form longer series of lines that run parallel to each other, thus
mapping the entire project, as shown in Figure 7.

The goal of such a map is to track how fact and forecast match or mismatch
over time. Here is how one engineer described such timelines: “Unlike statistical
diagrams, curve records, and similar static forms of presenting facts of the
past (Gantt) charts […] are kinetic, moving, and project through time the integral

Figure 5: Parallel lines showing “No B is a C”
(taken from Leibniz 1903: 293).

Figure 6: Line showing and anticipated and completed
task (taken from Clark 1923: 36).
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elements of service rendered in the past toward the goal in the future”
(Clark 1923: 21; compare this remark with Pietarinen 2006: 103–108).

Large-scale collective undertakings would be literally un-thinkable without the
synoptic vantage afforded by these visual tools. If this applies to looking forward in
time, then surely it applies to lookingbackward too, sinceunderstanding anhistorical
event as complex as, say, the Quiet Revolution in Québec, is arguably as challenging
as understanding a complex construction project.

4 No time to study timelines?

If there is such a thing as “external cognition” (Scaife and Rogers 1996), then it
stands to reason that there may also be “cognitive artifacts” (Norman 1991) that
aid our minds in the manner that tools aid our hands. Recent years have
witnessed a growing appreciation of how diagrammatic representations in par-
ticular can assist human reasoning.

With different emphases, linguists (Simone 1995; Van Langendonck 2007),
logicians (Shin 1995; Hammer 1995; Allein and Barwise 1996; Pietarinen 2011),
historians of mathematics (Mancosu et al. 2005; Giaquinto 2007), semioticians

Figure 7: Timeline of project completion (taken from Clark 1923: 24).
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(Stjernfelt 2007; Bordron 2011; Dondero and Fontanille 2012; Pombo and Gerner
2010), and cognitive scientists (Glasgow et al. 1995; Hoffmann 2011; Magnani
2011; Nakatsu 2010) have all recognized that a better understanding of reasoning
by diagrams is crucial to understanding problem-solving, inference-drawing,
and hypothesis-making.

Strangely, despite the “spatial turn” in the humanities (see Jerram 2013), this
recent wave of research on diagrams has not yet reached the shores of history. No
one objects to using timelines as pedagogical aids (Denial 2013; Hoodless 1996;
Masterman and Rogers 2002). But, outside the classroom, we find resistance to the
idea that manipulating diagrams might yield genuine historical insight. Timelines,
it seems, are meant for history teachers, not historians.

There is “a prevalent prejudice that visual images are in some intrinsic way
arbitrary, vague, and ambiguous,” which in turn “encourages the view that images
are less precise than words, and especially the written word” (Birdsell and Groarke
1996: 1–2). It is apt to call this a prejudice, since only some signs (typically icons)
receive such complaints, whereas others (typically symbols) get a free pass. “Of
course, picturesmay bemisleading. But, so may sentences” (Moktefi and Shin 2013:
v). For the most part, semiotic inquiry has gotten past such “glottocentrist” pre-
judices (see Deely et al. 1986). However, for a host of reasons, large segments of
historical scholarship remain mired in language-centred assumptions. This may
explain why iconic devices like timelines remain so poorly understood, with hardly
anyone noticing or deploring the lacuna. Yet, if it is true that “the past is chaos to
pupils – until sequenced” (Wood 1995: 11), then I see no reason why it should cease
to be true when it comes to adult cognition.

While I do not want to downplay the power of words as conveyors of
meaning, I do want to call attention to the blind spots that ensue when one
forgets that linguistic symbols – the sort that can be strung together according to
a code – are only one kind of sign among many.

5 The forced choice between narrative
and evidence

One way to diagnose the neglect of timelines is to see it as a failure to do justice
to the full range of meaning conveyance. Things can be significantly related to
other things in three ways: by convention (which is what links the marks “milk”
to the nutritious white liquid), by causality (which is what links dilating mercury
to the ambient temperature), and by similarity (which is what links an upright
pencil to a straight bodily posture). These are symbolic, indexical, and iconic
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relations, respectively. All signs acquire their meaning by blending these con-
nections, but we can nevertheless conceptually tease apart what is responsible
for what in a given instance.

Within this threefold taxonomy, the unique contribution of iconic signs (like
diagrams) has, on the whole, been eclipsed by a recurring belief that language
can only be tethered to the world by causal means. The analytic philosopher
Bertrand Russell (1910–1911) had this in mind when he coined the distinction
between “knowledge by description,” which uses symbols, and “knowledge by
acquaintance,” which uses indices (like “Look at this here now”). So, in the
analytic tradition inspired by Russell it is held that, without regular policing by
direct empirical acquaintance, the descriptions of language will fail to have real
referents.

These worries are particularly acute in historiography. History, we are often
told (notably by Windelband 1900/1998), is an “idiographic” endeavour to cata-
logue discrete facts that, unlike the “nomothetic” sciences, cannot induce general-
izations from those facts. If one accepts this, then historians have a thankless job,
since the moment they write about their results in prose, they introduce herme-
neutic distortions that they must then strive to minimize. The addition of linguistic
symbols is tolerated as a necessary evil, but museums and archives are tasked
with housing the original indices that prevent scholarship from lapsing into purely
fictional discourse (see Derrida 1996). Arthur Danto (2007: 122–130) therefore
brought Russell’s acquaintance/description distinction to philosophy of history
by distinguishing between “conceptual” and “documentary” evidence. Evidence
of the latter sort can be used by those who fear that “the revival of narrative may
lead to a return to pure antiquarianism, to story-telling for its own sake” (Stone
1979: 22–23).

Many semioticians consider language to be an outgrowth of more basic
forms of semiosis (Sebeok 1991). But, if one considers language to be a sign-
system inherently closed-in on itself, then language has to float away from the
world, since it has been detached from the get-go. Thus, “in the course of one
hundred years of philosophy of language, a whole galaxy of epistemological and
ontological concerns has developed around the paradigm of the true sentence,
exercising an enormous quasi-gravitational pull on all discussion of the notions
of meaning, truth, and reference” (Ankersmit 2013: 173).

Timelines do not fit well into this narrative about the pitfalls of narratives.
Iconic signs submit various qualities to observation, but they do not impose
those qualities on interpreters with the same forceful actuality as indices. One
can robustly demonstrate the Pythagorean Theorem (see Danesi and Bockarova
2014: 10–13), but the relational insights housed in such diagrams do not slap
viewers in the face. Because of their intrinsic character, these signs tell us, in
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effect: “This could hold.” It is important to bear in mind this modal strength,
since icons do not “assert” anything. This suspension of truth or falsity may
explain why timelines have been invisible to the “paradigm of the true sentence”
(Ankersmit 2013: 173). Thus, in the controversy between fixation on language
and fixation on hard evidence (Roth 2007), the unique contribution of quality-
based signs has been, for the most part, overlooked.

This general neglect of iconic signification is now being rectified (since at
least Eco 2000). In keeping with this welcome trend, I want to look at salient
examples of temporal diagrams in order to show how historical claims can
sometimes be prompted by – and answerable to – an iconic dimension.
Educators can use timelines to teach, but the service is reciprocal, since time-
lines can teach us as well.

6 The remarkable diversity of timelines

As images, timelines are not completely self-explanatory. Given that the codes
needed to interpret timelines often remain unstated, I want to walk slowly
through a few actual cases in order to unpack some of the pictorial strategies
employed. Some of these strategies include: the relation between sequentiality
and proportion, left-to-right convention in representing sequentiality, number of
domains and parameter simultaneously depicted, strategies to reduce informa-
tion clutter, strategies to represent uncertain periods of time, semantic associa-
tions implied by spatial relations, and interaction between chronological and
non-chronological representations. A desideratum of a fully developed theory of
timelines would be to identify what, if anything, all these meaning-generating
strategies have in common (for a partial attempt, see Yakura 2002), but my
modest goal in this section is to comment on notable specimens in a way that
can eventually contribute to such a theory.

In contrast with the diversity of approaches that we find in the discipline of
history (the Annales School, deconstruction, cliometrics, etc.), it seems to be
assumed, quite uncritically, that timelines come only in one or two basic formats.
The example of Figure 8, which traces the history of technological advances, is quite
standard. The intervals are not proportional to time, so the sequence seems to
matter more.

Interestingly, many of the timelines used in scientific journals have to do with
the idea of progress; the journal Nature Reviews, for instance, regularly features
timelines showing that things are steadily moving forward (particular uses of this
format can have political connotations; as brought out by Ihde 2000). The timeline
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of Figure 9 also shows a linear progression. However, perhaps recognizing that
advances in hair removal are not as momentous as pharmaceutical innovations, it
puts arrowheads on both ends of its line, which makes it seem less triumphant.

Figure 8: Timeline of drug discoveries (taken from Gershell and Atkins 2003: 322).

Figure 9: Timeline of hair removal methods (taken from Fernandez et al. 2013: 157).
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Most of the timelines found in journal articles proceed from left to right.
However, time certainly does not “move,” much less from left to right. Conventions
in our use of symbols therefore colour how we view the passage of time. Indeed,
experimental evidence suggests that most people are disposed to process temporal
information in a left-to-right manner (see Ouellet et al. 2010). Even so, there is no
reason for timelines to have this specific diagrammatic format, so abiding uncritically
by a blanket convention may blind us to certain possible relations.

Some of most innovative timelines come from web pages unconstrained by
the burden of academic conventions. The specimen of Figure 10 shows events
using a first-person perspective.

As was the case with the virtual environments of Figure 1, the lines follow laws of
perspective, converging onto a horizon. The fact that this timeline is interactive
positions the interpreter, making her a participant in the event; a fellow-traveller, if
youwill. To advance in time, onemustmove forward, not sideways (as is usually the
case). Clearly, this “forward”movement can elicit positive connotations. In ordinary
language, we often say that “events here are moving forward” to express progress.
Also, the parallel lines, which divide information according to country, have a

Figure 10: Timeline of social protests (taken from http://www.theguardian.com/world/interac
tive/2011/mar/22/middle-east-protest-interactive-timeline).
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noticeable “upward” path, perhaps implying that the outcome sought is desirable.
These are connotations only, so none of the associations are immune from counter-
examples. Because culture conditions how we conceive the direction of time (Boyd
Davis 2012), a forwardmovement does not have to stand for progress. Still, universal
or not, timelines do seem to tap into spatial metaphors rooted in our embodiment
(see Lakoff and Johnson 1980).

To the extent that retreating or falling down is a bad thing, one would
expect the depiction of events that culminate in an undesirable outcome, to have
a downward path. Figure 11 seems to do just that.

These two parameters (“Cost” and “CT”) converge with time, leading to a clear
linear narrative with a climax, marked by a dotted circle. Given the use of many
abbreviations, the addressee of this image presumably knows the tale conveyed.
The goal here does not seem to be to make new connections, but to confirm the
inevitability of a pre-existing set of conclusions. Still, one does not have to know
the content of the tale to ascertain that a tale is being told.

Because these assertions are packaged up in the graphics in an implicit way
rather than making an overt argument, there is no argument, just diagrammatic
implication. Yet, if the dual-system account is correct, the effects of non-argu-
mentative modes of persuasion can be quite formidable. Logically speaking, the

Figure 11: Timeline of financial developments (taken from http://rickladd.com/2010/10/18/the-
evolution-of-lean-a-timeline/).
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data placed on the x- and y-axes could be inverted without affecting the truth-
values that they convey. Semiotically speaking, though, an upward slope would
likely invite very different interpretations (in fact, we could almost define icons
as the difference that separates symbols or symbol systems which can be
substituted salva veritate).

Spatial layout is therefore not a trivial matter. Whereas Figure 11 sloped
heavily in one direction, this timeline of Figure 12 is flat.

Three parameters are combined: geographic (the countries), temporal (the dates),
and political (the regimes). This is still a timeline, but the desire to express many
domains at once results in an image that looks like an architectural blueprint with

Figure 12: Timeline of Islamic architecture (taken from http://islamicarchitecture2.blogspot.fi/
2012/10/syria-iraq-timeline.html).
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many rooms and closet spaces. A person moving in to this dwelling might well
discover a new “room” (think, for instance, of the empty spaces shaded in grey). It is
unlikely that all the outlines were anticipated in the original design. Even so,
discerning those gaps might well prove pivotal to inquiry.

It is more common for timelines to divide information from two or more
domains by using parallel lines. Letting the lines touch each other can carry
additional information, as is the case in Figure 13.

The point where the lines diverge has no event on it, but the divergence is what is
worthy of note. Despite advances in radiometric dating techniques, we have to
contend with much uncertainty. As such, the time of occurrence in this timeline is
often fuzzy, which is an iconic way of saying that the split of species was either
gradual or unclear. Archeological specimens identified by name are on their own
well-delineated but finite lines, presumably because there is hard evidence plus a
lack of consensus about exact dating.

Sometimes, though, an important bifurcation can be given a precise date, as
in Figure 14. By splitting howwe see the split of the RomanEmpire (which took place
at a city called Split), the timeline lets us gain some insights and lose others. Notice
how, once we have passed the fork in the road, some persons are connected to both
political entities bymeans of a vertical line. Intentionmay shape the sign-vehicle, but
it certainly does not control all subsequent interpretations. Hence, nothing prevents a
timeline intended for use in communication from also being used in investigation.

The timeline in Figure 15 is not horizontal but circular. We have a discrete
event, namely the first television transmission in 1927, with symmetrical series of
dates radiating outward from the centre. By spreading out the events over a
greater surface area, this diagrammatic configuration reduces clutter. Moreover,
the spatial dispersal is itself an icon of radio waves. The horizontal line is

Figure 13: Timeline of human biological evolution (taken from http://www.internettime.com/
itimegroup/timelines.htm).
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Figure 14: Timeline of the Roman Empire (taken from http://trivto.deviantart.com/journal/
The-Rise-and-Fall-of-The-Roman-Empire-356498945).

Figure 15: Timeline of broadcasting (taken from http://spectrum.ieee.org/consumer-electronics/
audiovideo/tvs-future-the-broadcast-empire-strikes-back).
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actually just a legend, since the dotted concentric rings are what mark the time
spans.

Unlike the split of the Roman Empire and the first television transmission,
this diagram in Figure 16 captures well the idea of fuzzy beginnings.

Notice how the skyscrapers near the present are shown in cross-section, to
suggest that more developments are coming. Farther back in time, a great deal
of space is devoted to mapping periods where nothing much happens. Overall
readability is maintained by coiling these boring stretches of time into a reced-
ing spiral.

Another way to bring a very large time span into a single field of vision is to
keep the lines straight, but to start again a new line when space runs out. Figure
17 does this. The strategy of starting again on a new line is a common one. Twyman
(1979) classified options like pure linear, linear interrupted, list, linear branching,
matrix, non-linear directed, and non-linear open. In Figure 17, we are ostensibly
dealing with a linear interrupted format. The ratio of time to length changes

Figure 16: Timeline of life on Earth (taken from http://www.dinosaurisle.com/timeline.aspx).
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regularly with each line. The left-most linemarks a full year, the one beside it tracks
100 years, then 10,000 years, then a million years, and so on, until we reach the
formation of our Milky Way galaxy in the lower right corner. No major topical
change should be read into the change of lines other than time scale.

Not every line in a timeline has to track the passage of time. Diagrams can
make a hybrid use of their lines, as is the case in Figure 18.

Figure 17: Timeline of the universe (taken from http://www.atgc.org/TimeLine/).
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The blue line at the centre is chronological, but the root-like offshoots are not. Rather,
they capture thematic highlights, which are the same for each president: personal,
mission, crisis, notable. Spatially, the Nixon-related words “crisis” and “Watergate”
alignwith the 90s, but it is assumed that the interpreter will know to not attribute that
date to those events.

The timeline in Figure 19 resembles Figure 18, but it drops the thematic
sub-divisions.

Figure 18: Timeline of some American presidents (taken from https://mastermindmaps.word
press.com/2012/11/08/a-terrific-free-timeline-template/).

Figure 19: Timeline of many American presidents (taken from http://galleryhip.com/creative-
timelines.html).
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In Figure 19, we find keywords associated with each person. Each decade is given a
distinct colour. When a given term of office does not map neatly onto this division
into decades, we are referred back to the appropriate branch. Thus, “Bush 1”
appears atop the purple 1990s, but the diagram instructs us to see the 1980s.

As Figures 18 and 19 show, one’s life can be severely reduced to essentials.
The timeline of Figure 20 takes this even further, since it is concerned only with
the quantitative lifespan of biblical figures.

The main inferences one can draw from these juxtapositions are who could have met
whom. In keeping with the idea that, modally, icons only say “This could be the
case,” inferences can be drawn even when the information at hand is false or
fictional. In the same vein, logicians will say that an argument can be valid even
though its premises are false. A similar distinction seems applicable to diagrammatic
reasoning. Thus, in the Old Testament timeline, one can conclude that Lamech never
met Serug, even though their respective lifespans of 777 and 230 years are unlikely.
Even so, because the quantities are visually juxtaposed, we can compare them.

7 Bringing it together

We have seen how visually comparing linear magnitudes can halt fallacious pat-
terns of reasoning. We have also seen how much easier lifespans can be compared

Figure 20: Timeline of Old Testament figures (taken from http://www.thegloriousgospel.ca/
patriarchal-timeline/).
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when they are rendered on timelines. Actual juxtaposition of lines is needed for
these cognitive benefits to occur. Now, one of the most interesting features of the
diagrammatic logics recently developed in the wake of Peirce is that they do not
assign conjunction a sign of its own, but rather let conjunction be marked by the
mere juxtaposition of its conjuncts (Ketner 1981: 59). Being side by side is enough to
convey a proposition like “This and that,”without having to explicitly add a symbol
for “and.” Timelines essentially do the same.

Some semioticians (e. g., Stjernfelt 2015) have recently begun to realize that
this co-localization must be reckoned as a primitive condition of semiosis. To say
that being nearby is a primitive is to say that it enables sign-action (and as such
cannot be explained by sign-action). The Rosetta Stone once again gives us an
exemplary lesson of this. The three sets of inscriptions that it displays were
already available elsewhere in the world. But, it was precisely their conjunction
in one location that spawned a new line of interpretations. To put the same point
negatively, scattering apart the linguistic sign-vehicles of the Rosetta Stone so
that they never meet would have been a sure-fire way to foreclose all the novel
inferences made on their basis.

Likewise, one of the main services rendered by timelines is to bring together
varied historical facts within a unified field of awareness. It is the Umwelt space
that counts here, not any disenchanted geometric space, since “nearness” only
makes sense in the former (Pietarinen 2014: 301). Various historical facts are
thus “synthesized because they are aspects of the same topological section of
the cognitive process; to put it psychologically, they may be perceived in one
glance” (Stjernfelt 2015: 159).

The visual-cum-logical conjunctions of timelines nevertheless have to con-
tend with well-known limitations. Indeed, when subjects are confronted with
more than seven or so items, this goes beyond subjects’ ability to discriminate
the items at a glance (see Miller 1956). Consider, for example, the long sequence
of gibberish shown in Figure 21.

Americans can discern, in this seemingly random arrangement of letters, their
familiar governmental agencies, resulting in Figure 22.

Figure 21: String of letters.

Figure 22: String of letters chunked into govern-
mental abbreviations.

32 Marc Champagne

Brought to you by | University of Birmingham
Authenticated

Download Date | 5/10/16 6:35 PM



Treating multiple items as compound figures is sometimes called “chunking.”
Chunking allows for informational compression. It is a bit like working with an
abacus: once ten balls have been pushed to the side, attention can be allocated
solely to the next bar. Yet, unlike the governmental acronyms, chunking can also
latch onto spatial affordances that have no apparent semantic value. For instance,
considering the image below in rows is closer to handling three items than it is to
handling a dozen items, as shown in Figure 23.

The diagrammatic organization into rows, when properly exploited, can increase
subjects’ ability to quickly recollect what they have seen (Sperling 1960). Chunking
the left-hand grid into columns instead of rows would have still brought the image
within a manageable range showing these benefits. But, perhaps inevitability,
viewing subjects will tend to apply a “preferred layout model” (Knauff 2013) to
particular situations.

Such prearranged shortcuts are useful, but their unthinking rapidity can some-
times occlude important interpretive options. We have seen how, in history, many
academics eschew alternative timeline formats in favour of an uncritical fixed
template. To appreciate how this might result in missed opportunities, consider
how a museum displays its documents and artefacts. All museums bring together
artefacts and documents, but good museums realize how much visitors stand to
benefit when those artefacts and documents are brought together in just the right
way. Thematic arrangements, chronological sequences, closed passageways and
open rooms, colours, textures, and lighting levels – all can be mixed with an eye to
fostering a transformative experience that stacks of books will never match. This
potential for discovery partly comes from the freedom of movement allowed. For
instance, a visitor couldwalk down the corridor once, from one end to the other, but
she could then decide to go back and forth. Strolling a room with one’s feet and
scanning an image with one’s eyes are both inferential strategies, trying to make
sense of what often seems, at first blush, like haphazard evidence of a foreign era.

Figure 23: Assortment
of letters chunked
into rows.
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Critics debate the merits and demerits of such exhibits with a high degree of
seriousness. None regard spatial organization as somehow below linguistic prose.
The appraisals are instead premised on the idea that history museums are simply
the next step in historical inquiry. By parity, the same level of planning and scrutiny
should be brought to bear on semiotic devices like timelines.

8 Making sense of the past by discerning
relations

Unless it simply wants to list things, historiography must work from the meta-
physical assumption that the world houses patterns (Dennett 1991) and the
epistemological assumption that we can know some of those patterns. Using
timelines may aid us to see such patterns, but this important cognitive service is
constrained by what materials are visually available in the first place. So, in
keeping with the idea that diagrammatic conjunction suffices to express logical
conjunction, consider Figure 24, which juxtaposes two domains.

On the right side, one is shown various events in popular culture (announced,
perhaps tongue-in-cheek, as “World History”). On the left side, one is shown high-
lights in the career of the rock bandGuns and Roses. In keeping with the name of the
band, the line has a rose at the top and a gun at the bottom. The branches suggest
vegetation, but whereas a plant grows upward and culminates with a flower, here
the chronological direction goes downward. The events on either side of the line
bear no obvious relation to each other, so juxtaposing themwould seem tomake no
sense. This arrangement might be the most pregnant, because it makes no sense.
Let me explain.

Psychologists using Rorschach tests have long known that subjects presented
with random collections of data cannot help but see patterns. When directed at
timelines, this propensity for interpretation can, I think, be harnessed to increase
our understanding of the past. Yet, to get the most out of timelines, one should
observe them in a playful manner that is not entirely predictable (see Sebeok 1981).
Korallo et al. made provisions for this in their experimental design, since apart from
a general instruction to remember as much as possible, subjects were allowed to
scrutinize timelines “at their leisure” (2012: 858), without any other goal(s) or task
objective(s). “Note that participants were not specifically told to cross-refer between
time lines” (Korallo et al. 2012: 858). Hence, whatever cross-reference did take place
was freely initiated by the interpreters themselves. With that in mind, consider the
following cross-domain relations:
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Figure 24: Joint timeline
of rock band and other events
(taken from https://kellene23.word
press.com/2008/11/20/world-his
tory-vs-guns-roses/).

Diagrams of the past 35

Brought to you by | University of Birmingham
Authenticated

Download Date | 5/10/16 6:35 PM



– Israel attacked by Iraqi missiles during First Gulf War (1991) AND Digital
image morphing is first used to fuse different races in Michael Jackson’s
music video “Black and White” (1992).

– United States income tax is declared unconstitutional (1895) AND Friedrich
Engels, co-author of The Communist Manifesto, dies (1895).

– William S. Burroughs publishes his (homo)erotic novel Naked Lunch (1959)
AND Elvis Presley is filmed only from the waist up on The Ed Sullivan Show
(1957).

– The Bauhaus movement wanes (1933) AND The B.B.C. television network
starts broadcasting (1936).

– Contraception pills are approved in the United States (1960) AND Bank of
America issues the first credit card (1958) AND Radio stations refuse to play
the Rolling Stones’ song “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” (1965).

Doubtless, many of the conjunctions listed above lack any causal connection.
But, inquiry grows by means of hypotheses, so the relations each venture a
surmise, namely that a past causal link might be established. Peirce, for
instance, believed that while “it is the idea of putting together what we had
never before dreamed of putting together which flashes the new suggestion
before our contemplation” (1931–58: v. 5, ¶ 181).

If diagrammatic experimentation – adding or removing items, moving them
around, and so on – can engender surprises, then timelines can be the site of
discoveries. Classroom teachers already know this, but it is merely contingent
circumstance that divides “personal discoveries” from discoveries. Indeed, it could
be argued that all historical knowledge requires that one see a story or picture
emerge in a mosaic of facts. Arthur Danto acknowledges something similar when
he writes:

[T]he relationship between a narrative and thematerials which initially support it is, in a sense
familiar to students of Peirce, abductive. And in an important sense, we cannot really make
historical sense of whatever bits and pieces wemay possess of “history-as-record” until we are
able to find a narrative for them to support. Indeed, until we find a narrative for them to
support, it is something of a misnomer to regard them as evidence. (Danto 2007: 122)

Even if we keep fixed the number of nodes in a network, adding new arcs
between the nodes increases what one knows. For example, knowing that all the
people in a room are family is one thing, but surely one’s knowledge is increased by
knowingwho is a brother, a sister, a father, a cousin, an aunt, and so on. Somemight
say that knowing the people is Erlebnis whereas knowing the various relations
between the people is Erfahrung. However, a plausible concept of knowledge should
be able to cover both relata and relations.
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9 Mapping patterns

Recently, there has been some interesting work done on the role of diagrammatic
reasoning in geography (Atã et al. 2014; Stjernfelt 2014b: 288–290). When a geo-
grapher wants to depict spatial relations, she crafts a motivated sign-vehicle that
can enjoy a one-to-onematch with its object. Things aremore tricky for the historian
wishing to map the passage of time since, strictly speaking, events do not “line” up;
they merely appear then vanish. We may look upon a cross-section of an old tree
and pin flags that mark important historical moments in its inner rings, but those
rings are nevertheless present here now, not in the past. Leon Goldstein is therefore
right to warn about treating “the historical past on the model of the experienced
present” (1976: 38). Still, representing time in spatial terms seems indispensable
(see Bundgaard and Stjernfelt 2010).

Because stepping back from the minutia of accumulated facts can allow
one to discern patterns, some in the German tradition have been led to posit a
“Zeitgeist” crawling its way through time while leaving a discernible trail. The
art historian Erwin Panofsky (1955: 26–54) thus called for the elaboration of a
field of study named “iconology,” which would view cultural artefacts as dis-
tillations imprinted with the distinctive mark of an era. To induce this iconolo-
gical level, one must first have ample practical experience, then a solid
knowledge of the relevant sources, and finally a “synthetic intuition” that
gives one “insight into the manner in which, under varying historical conditions,
essential tendencies of the human mind were expressed by specific themes and
concepts” (Panofsky 1939/1972: 15; emphasis in original). If Panofsky is right,
then academics who stop at the level of directly observable items undercut the
potential explanations and elucidations. On this view, the point of extensive
scholarship and first-hand connoisseurship is to allow one to stand back and see
patterns that would otherwise remain invisible.

Clearly, something was gained when historians looking at the past discerned the
pattern called “humanism,” a high-level abstraction for which we have no single
piece of evidence. Hence, some have argued that “[t]he narrow focus of modern
historical scholarship hides the large patterns” (Christian 2010: 20). Iconic signs like
timelines may be what permit the study of “iconology” as Panofsky conceived it.

The attempt to study such large-scale and long-term patterns may have fallen
out of fashion, but it was precisely a synoptic search that established history as a
discipline. Timelines were regarded as a way to detect historical “invariants”
(Leuridan and Froeyman 2012). The renaissance astronomer Paulus Crusius, for
instance, looked to geometrical correlation between time intervals and important
events for his clue. His diagrammatic historical inquiry is laid out in Figure 25.
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This timeline brings to history Galileo’s suggestion that reality is fundamentally
encoded in mathematical regularity. Metaphysically, the assumption is that the
world is meaningful, being filled with signs (Westerhoff 2001). In trying to
interpret these signs, the timeline exemplifies the search, originating in biblical
exegesis, for what were called “great conjunctions” (see Smoller 1994).

Thereareundoubtedly conjunctions; theonlyquestion iswhether anyof themare
“great.” Despite working as a cryptographer deciphering hidden patterns, Max H. A.
Newman once objected that it would be “absurd” to think that “importance” figures
“among the prime unanalysable qualities of the constituents of theworld” (1928: 147).
I do not think this is absurd. In a way, some conjunctions have to be more important;
otherwise our understanding of the world would come to a halt, being overwhelmed
with information. Indeed, “[i]t is by means of regularities that we understand what
little we do understand of the world, and thus there is a sort of mental perspective
which brings regular phenomena to the foreground” (Peirce 1931–58: v. 1, ¶ 406).

When a conjunction of events jumps to our attentive foreground,wemay surmise
that a causal link between the conjunctsmight be established (the better the historical
training, the likelier the link). Yet, I want to close by suggesting that we need not
always be concerned with whether the events in question are causally related.
Similarity relations, for instance, are real but not causal. Biologists and biosemioti-
cians recognize this when they distinguish between “homology” and “homoplasy.”
A homology is when two species resemble each other in virtue of having a common

Figure 25: Timeline trying to find a pattern between notable events
(taken from Rosenberg and Grafton 2010: 65).
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ancestry. A homoplasy, by contrast, is a relation of resemblance that is real without
being causally underwritten. An undue preoccupation with (efficient) causation
mayblind somescientists to suchqualitative relations, but any insect that hasavoided
the attack of a predator by looking like a leaf will attest to the reality of homoplasies
(Maran 2007). Needless to say, insects and leafs do not share a common ancestor
(except in the trivial sense that all living things do). In the same manner, there is
a respectable way to look at the past without obsessing over what caused what.

When Diana the Princess of Wales died in a car accident, this event got
absorbed in our ever-growing body of historical knowledge. Yet, imagine if three
princesses had died on that day. Even if each death had been due to indepen-
dent causes, we still would have been justified in chunking these events
together as, say, “The day of royal deaths.” If non-causal relations like these
crisscross the past in the same way that homoplasic relations crisscross the
zoological and botanical world, then to miss a cluster of similar events “is surely
to miss relations that truly exist in the world” (Champagne 2013: 136).

Timelines can render some of these patterns visible. Consider Figure 26,
which places scientific and technological advances on a timeline, paying special
attention to the discovery of chemical elements.

Figure 26: Buckminster Fuller’s timeline of scientific discoveries
(taken from http://www.datadeluge.com/2015/02/profile-of-industrial-revolution.html).
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Most of the scientists and engineers responsible for this progress(ion) par-
took in shared methods, used similar laboratory instruments, had overlapping
educational backgrounds, adhered to the same notational conventions, read the
same scientific literature, reproduced their peers’ results, and so on. It is hardly
surprising, then, to see a relatively sudden spike in the knowledge of chemistry.
An explanation by causal links would seem to suffice. However, I have issued an
invitation to go one step further: having collected the evidential dots, we can
also connect those dots.

Ingrained metaphysical and epistemological assumptions nevertheless
instruct not to do this. As we saw earlier, it is often believed that “the strength
of the study of nature lies on the side of abstraction and that of history on the
side of concreteness” (Windelband [1900] 1998: 16). Yet, consider the irony of
refusing to accept that the timeline conveys a real pattern: concerted efforts by
chemists to fill the gaps in the periodic table of elements were guided precisely
by a (prior) conviction that the world exhibits some sort of patterned regularity.
For all we know, timelines may be a way to discern – and perhaps even
naturalize – the “spirit” of an age.

10 Conclusion

There has been a growing interest among semioticians in the idea that when we
reason, we essentially manipulate diagrams in order to glean what ensues. This
account obviously fits well with formal sciences like logic and mathematics
(Pietarinen 2006), but it is sometimes hard to see how diagrammatic reasoning
might occur in other fields, like the humanities. In an effort to show that
diagrams can aid minds in a generalized manner, I have explored the role that
timelines can play in historical inquiry.

It is too early for a full-blown theory of timelines. Still, I think that, amid
the many cognitive functions of timelines, one that stands out is logical
conjunction by visual juxtaposition. We can pick any two known items and
mentally contemplate them side-by-side, but to the extent that the deliberate
comparison is known in advance, it will not really lead us to acquire new
information. Timelines, however, are more likely to surprise us, by showing us
past events that we would have never otherwise considered chunking. Hence,
in addition to historical scholarship expressed in regular prose, consulting
diagrammatic signs can foster the discovery of patterns essential to a fuller
understanding of the past.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Abstract In this introductory chapter, I preview how philosophy of signs can 
advance current debates about consciousness. Many philosophers have urged us to 
distinguish between what an experience does and what an experience feels like. 
This distinction seems sensible enough, but it renders scientific inquiry insufficient, 
insofar as experimental methods can only track an experience’s detectable effects. 
However, Charles Sanders Peirce, the polymath who coined the term “qualia,” saw 
no tension in this function/quality distinction. Peirce was the founder of American 
pragmatism and a professional scientist, so he clearly valued tangible verification. 
Still, his philosophical system countenanced intrinsic qualities under the heading of 
“Firstness.” Since qualia are usually considered to be at odds with pragmatic verifi-
cation, I set out to understand how Peirce could (or thought he could) have it both 
ways. The key, I suggest, is to see how we can sometimes insert distinctions between 
features that are always bound together. Such “prescissive” distinctions are essential 
to understanding how signs work. So, while semiotics is currently the least known 
branch of philosophy ending in –ics, a better understanding of that branch can rem-
edy much of the current puzzlement about qualia.

The elements of every concept enter into logical thought at the 
gate of perception and make their exit at the gate of purposive 
action; and whatever cannot show its passports at both those 
two gates is to be arrested as unauthorized by reason. 

Charles Sanders Peirce, “Pragmatism as the Logic of 
Abduction,” lecture delivered at Harvard on May 14, 1903 

(Reprinted in Peirce 1998, 241)

Each quale is in itself what it is for itself, without reference to 
any other.

Charles Sanders Peirce, “Quale- Consciousness,”  
unpublished notes, circa 1898 

(Reprinted in Peirce 1931–58, 6.224)

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-73338-8_1&domain=pdf
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This book engages with a philosophical worry that the qualitative or phenomenal 
dimension of consciousness may not be captured by regular scientific explanation, 
that is, by the sort of inquiry which tracks tangible effects. There is a sense in which 
I agree and disagree that phenomenal consciousness poses such a problem, so I 
draw on the semiotic ideas of Charles Sanders Peirce to articulate in what respects 
I think the worry ought and ought not to be taken seriously. I think that, if we can 
come to see how this book’s two starting quotations are consistent, we will have 
made progress in philosophy of mind.

Most aspects of human cognition are answerable to regular techniques of scien-
tific investigation. Response times, skin moisture levels, eye movements, verbal 
reports, brain scans, blood flow rates—all can be tracked in controlled experiments 
that give a robust indication of what a subject thinks. This coverage seems quite 
sufficient. After all, “[i]f an experience is reported, or accessed in some weaker 
sense, then we can explain it by reference to how the brain thinks about itself. But 
if an experience happens without being accessible, then it becomes a phantom” 
(McDermott 2007, 518). However, not everyone agrees. In his 1974 paper “What Is 
It Like to Be a Bat?,” Thomas Nagel argued that consciousness has an elusive “what 
it’s like” component that is left out by regular scientific explanation. Science does a 
great job of figuring out how sense organs work, brains operate, and organisms 
respond. But, as Nagel points out, “in discovering sound to be, in reality, a wave 
phenomenon in air or other media, we leave behind one viewpoint to take up another, 
and the auditory, human, or animal viewpoint that we leave behind remains unre-
duced” (1974, 445). His suggestion, then, was that no amount of functional input- 
output correlations will add up to a quality.

Nagel suggested this during a “wave of reductionist euphoria” (1974, 435), so it 
took a while for his arguments to persuade others. Nagel’s (2012) positive views 
never managed to attract many adherents, but as Paul Churchland writes, his early 
paper became a “prominent flag around which much antireductive opinion has ral-
lied” (1996, 196). Roughly two decades after Nagel’s piece appeared, Francisco 
Varela (1996, 331) would speak of an “outburst” of research on consciousness. A 
topic once considered taboo is now one of the most vibrant in philosophy.

Following Nagel, philosophers of mind like David Chalmers and Ned Block 
have argued (from different angles) that, even if one were to fully describe how a 
creature responds to stimuli, those input-output patterns would still leave out the 
quality of the relevant experience(s). Yet, before one can assess this claim of incom-
pleteness, one has to get clear on what aspect is supposedly left-out. In order to 
make their grievance against functionalist explanation persuasive, these philoso-
phers have introduced a distinction between “phenomenality” and “accessibility” 
(to use the jargon favoured by Block 1995). The concept of phenomenality is meant 
to capture how a conscious episode feels, whereas accessibility tracks what it does. 
Given this distinction, one needs a further step to say that an account of doing sup-
plies one with an account of feeling. Many accounts of the mind tie consciousness 
to a property that is more manageable, like attention (see Prinz 2012), but I agree 
that “[t]o analyze consciousness in terms of some functional notion is either to 
change the subject or to define away the problem” (Chalmers 1996, 105).
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This tension between experiential qualities and functional relations is not the 
traditional mind-body problem. The mind-body problem takes root in René 
Descartes. For that reason, it is, perhaps inevitably, tied to idealism and philosophi-
cal scepticism. It conceives the mind as an immaterial substance for which the only 
evidence is private introspection. To appreciate how this differs from the more 
recent philosophical problems that will concern me, consider Frank Jackson’s 
“knowledge argument”:

Mary is a brilliant scientist who is, for whatever reason, forced to investigate the world from 
a black and white room via a black and white television monitor. She specialises in the 
neurophysiology of vision and acquires, let us suppose, all the physical information there is 
to obtain about what goes on when we see ripe tomatoes, or the sky, and use terms like 
“red,” “blue,” and so on. […] What will happen when Mary is released from her black and 
white room or is given a colour television monitor? Will she learn anything or not? It seems 
just obvious that she will learn something about the world and our visual experience of it. 
But then it is inescapable that her previous knowledge was incomplete. (Jackson 1982, 130)

This argument does not rely on any of the standard Cartesian themes in order to 
be gripping. Mary the neuroscientist is no sceptic, so she never doubts that there is 
an external world or that she has/is a body. In fact, in Jackson’s story, she knows all 
there is to know about both. The problem of experiential qualities arises from the 
fact that, in Mary’s case, her body and the world have not (yet) met in the right way. 
Hence, until that close encounter takes place, we can wonder whether Mary fully 
appreciates what it is like to see the colour(s) that are absent from her room. When 
she exits that room, she can point, quite publicly, to the colour(s) at hand. The ques-
tion is whether her language, scientific or vernacular, can do all the work needed to 
convey this quality. One does not become a substance dualist by suspecting that 
language somehow falls short. The task, then, is to clarify that “somehow.”

Ideally, a full account of the conscious mind should cover both qualia and their 
practical effects. Far from being a pessimist, Nagel saw this “as a challenge to form 
new concepts and devise a new method—an objective phenomenology not depen-
dent on empathy or the imagination” (Nagel 1974, 449). In this book, I want to take 
up that challenge. Whereas Nagel assumed that “such a solution, if it exists, lies in 
the distant intellectual future” (1974, 436), I want to argue that we should look to 
the past, not the future, to find the “objective phenomenology” that Nagel calls for. 
Specifically, I believe that the materials needed to assemble a robust account of 
consciousness already exist in Peircean semiotics. My book will thus be part history 
of philosophy, part current philosophy, and—hopefully—part future of philosophy 
as well.

Parties involved in the debates about consciousness know quite well that “the 
word quale and its plural qualia were introduced into philosophy as technical terms 
precisely in order to capture that aspect of an experience that escapes the scrutiny of 
any natural science” (Hattiangadi 2005, 342). Few seem aware, though, that this 
term “qualia” was introduced by the scientist and founder of pragmatism, Charles 
Sanders Peirce (1998, 272). Qualia were thus part of semiotics from the get-go. In 
fact, in some places, Peirce calls them qualisigns: “A Qualisign is a quality which is 
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a sign. It cannot actually act as a sign until it is embodied; but the embodiment has 
nothing to do with its character as a sign” (Peirce 1998, 291). My book is devoted 
to unpacking all that this statement means and entails.

The core of Peirce’s arguments combines two theses: the mind is a kind of semiosis; sign 
processes are extended within the spatiotemporal dimension, so that something physical 
has to instantiate or realize them. According to the first one, the mind is the nature of the 
sign-action. The second thesis asserts that signs cannot act unless they are spatiotemporally 
realized. Thus, if a sign is to have any active mode of being, it must be materially embodied 
(or, at least, it results from a previous operation with material signs). (Queiroz and Atã 
2014, 283–284)

Sober theses like these should quell any fears that discussing phenomenal con-
sciousness will take us away from the concrete realities of empirical science and 
daily life. Nevertheless, Peirce’s philosophy reminds us that it is not mandatory to 
always have those concrete realities in view. We can forget them, deliberately, by 
focusing solely on the intrinsic character of an experience. When we do this, we 
realize why, in a qualitative sign, its “embodiment has nothing to do with its charac-
ter as a sign” (Peirce 1998, 291).

Peirce began studying Richard Whatley’s Elements of Logic when he was twelve 
years old (see Brent 1998, 48) and honed his skills for the rest of his life, inventing 
a complete system of logical graphs when he was 57 years old (Roberts 1973, 11). 
As a logician relying on symbolic and diagrammatic notation to catalog and evalu-
ate inferences, Peirce knew that signs can embody meaning. But, as a philosopher, 
he also wanted to know “what must be true of signs in order for them to embody 
meaning” (Liszka 1996, 10). It was a view of inquiry as a collective enterprise that 
“led Peirce to open the dusty folios of the medieval schoolmen” (Colapietro 1989, 
2) in order to further his study of signs. Inspired by Duns Scotus’ stance on the 
Trinity, Peirce realized that, since all signs involve a triadic relation among a sign- 
vehicle, an object, and an interpretation, we can adopt three different perspectives 
on any meaningful phenomena: we can consider (1) the phenomenon itself, (2) what 
it stands for, and (3) what it stands for to. The first perspective, which Peirce aptly 
called Firstness, is what lands contemporary philosophy of mind into trouble. 
Nevertheless, Peirce held that we can artificially isolate a qualitative character from 
whatever practical effect(s) it may have.

True, Peirce’s pragmatic maxim tells us that if the object of a given concept does 
not “conceivably have practical bearings” (Peirce 1992, 132), then we have no rea-
son to credit our concept with having an object. Interestingly though, Peirce never 
shaved-off qualia. On the contrary, as Paul Livingston explains in his historical sur-
vey of consciousness debates, “[f]or Peirce, qualia (often used as cognate to ‘quali-
ties’) were already the most basic constituents of the totality of sensory experience, 
the ground of what he called Firstness or immediacy” (Livingston 2004, 6).

As I will emphasize throughout this book, Firstness is a relation-free state 
revealed only by artificial analysis. Now, some naturalists (e.g., Ross and Spurrett 
2004) think that such analyses should carry no weight in debates about the mind. 
Peirce was conversant with—and contributed to—advances in psychology and 
 neuroscience (see Pietarinen 2006, 71–76), but he was never that kind of naturalist. 
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His reason was simple. Although our eyes can see material things like a white flag 
or vial of dilating mercury, they cannot see the relations that make those things sig-
nificant. Because “signs in their constitutive being as [triadic] relations are invisible 
to sense […]” (Deely 2009, 236), Peirce rightly saw that a study of signs cannot 
make do without abstract philosophical methods.

As to the important experimental research of semiotics, by means of questionnaires, tests, 
eye-tracking, brain-imaging and so on, all such procedures importantly add to our general 
understanding of how signs, meanings, and references are processed by human beings and 
their brains and minds, in some cases by different groups of human beings. But such results 
can never hope to reduce the generality of signs to any mere sum of such individual process-
ing. (Stjernfelt 2013, 106)

I think that, to be realistic, a theory of consciousness must begin with an experi-
ential baseline that is complex (Käufer and Chemero 2015, 80–83). I nevertheless 
think that humans are endowed with a unique ability to adulterate this baseline by 
isolating qualities. Opposing this, Cohen and Dennett (2011) have recently claimed 
that experiential qualities cannot be separated from the cognitive functions they are 
embroiled in. One immediate reaction upon hearing this is: of course they can. After 
all, when I spit out a food item because it is bitter, I can distinguish the bitterness 
from the spitting. Naturally, a lot turns on what sort of distinction we are talking 
about. One idea floating around since at least Hirst (1959) is that there may be 
respectable ways of granting that some things are the same yet different. Unless one 
wants to dismiss this suggestion altogether, one must at least explain why very 
smart thinkers constantly return, under different guises, to what David Papineau 
(2002, 6–7) calls the “intuition of mind-brain distinctness.” Peircean semiotics gives 
us a way to do justice to this intuition.

Peirce did not address the “hard problem” of consciousness as it is currently 
understood. Even so, I believe his philosophy of signs can help us achieve a more 
satisfactory theoretical account of “what it’s like” to enjoy conscious experience. 
The key, I suggest, is to see how we can sometimes insert distinctions between fea-
tures that are always bound together.

Peirce argued that, to contemplate qualia in their Firstness, one must artificially 
suppose that all causal and inferential relations are absent (as we shall see, latent 
similarity relations resist this supposition of absence). Using a medieval terminol-
ogy, Peirce called this deliberate myopia “prescission” or “prescissive abstraction” 
(like Peirce 1998, 270fn, I will use those terms interchangeably). Prescission is 
crucial in semiotic inquiry, because it allows us to evince an asymmetrical subsump-
tion in the triadic sign. We can suppose a sign-vehicle without an object, or a sign- 
vehicle- and-object link without an interpretation, but we cannot go in the opposite 
direction (Peirce 1992, 4–6). Additionally, prescission allows us to discern three 
kinds of sign-vehicles (qualities, occurrences, and regularities) and three ways that 
these sign-vehicles can be related to objects (by similarity, causation, and conven-
tion). As we shall see, the nature of a sign-vehicle constrains the sort(s) of referen-
tial relations it can have. Reference by convention needs to be conveyed by a 
regularity, reference by causation needs to be conveyed by occurrences, and refer-
ence by similarity needs to be conveyed by a quality. Each time, though, the more 
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complex relations presuppose the simpler ones, so we bottom out at ineffable expe-
riential qualities.

Because prescissive distinctions always leave their complex starting point 
untouched, there is no reason why cognitive science should do things any differ-
ently. A better understanding of prescission can nevertheless soothe the worry that 
the “intrinsic quality of experience” (Harman 1990) has somehow been “left-out” 
(Levine 1997).

Peirce died in 1914, but for decades, few knew what to make of his semiotic 
theory. As Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen writes, “Harvard University to which Peirce’s 
literary remains were eventually deposited, had in its possession a monster easier to 
lock up than harness” (2006, 46n22). At Harvard, Clarence Irving Lewis wrote a 
dissertation on “The Place of Intuition in Knowledge,” under the supervision of 
Peirce’s friend, Josiah Royce. Upon being hired at Harvard in 1920, Lewis was 
tasked with cataloging the Peirce papers. The two years spent doing this left their 
mark. “‘How could the given be intelligible to the mind if it were independent of its 
interpretive activity?’ This is a question which Lewis would not solve to his satis-
faction until much later when he read Peirce” (Dayton 2016). In addition to being 
one of the first to engage with Peirce’s work in logic (Lewis 1918, 79–106), Lewis 
was one of the first to use Peirce’s new word “qualia” (Lewis 1946, 188).

Lewis taught W. V. O. Quine in the early 1930s. Quine clearly read Peirce—he 
reviewed the second volume of Peirce’s Collected Papers soon after it appeared 
(Quine 1933)—but as a behaviourist he did little to advance our understanding of 
consciousness. Even so, Quine had fruitful discussions with his colleague, the lin-
guist Roman Jakobson, who began teaching at Harvard in 1949. Jakobson started 
publicly mentioning the ideas of Peirce as early as 1952 (see Jakobson 1971, 555–
556). In June 1974, he told participants at the first congress of the International 
Association for Semiotic Studies that engaging with the work of Peirce would bear 
dividends (see Jakobson 1979; reprinted in Jakobson 1988).

Umberto Eco was at that congress in Milan, and he took Jakobson’s advice seri-
ously (Proni 2015). Prompted by his study of Peirce, Eco was one of the first phi-
losophers to work into his theory the idea of a similarity-based signification that is 
neither symbolic nor indexical. Moving away from a purely conventional interpreta-
tion of interpretation helped to cement Eco’s (Eco 1990) growing impatience with 
the implausible relativism inadvertently supported by his earlier work (Eco 1976). 
Given Eco’s established prominence, his change of mind on the controversial topic 
of images (Eco 2000, see Polidoro 2015) invigorated Peircean scholarship. In fact, 
European scholars were (and arguably remain) the go-to people for insight into this 
American thinker (see Rydenfelt 2014). By looking at the qualitative dimension of 
consciousness from a Peircean semiotic vantage, my book is part of this ongoing 
effort to rehabilitate and apply the mature ideas of Peirce.

As it turns out, Peirce (1998, 334–335) wasn’t nitpicking when he insisted that 
his stance differed crucially from the pragmatisms of James, Dewey, and others. As 
work on the Peirce manuscripts proceeds, the full extent of this difference is dawn-
ing on scholars. A lot of the received wisdom about Peirce that one finds in main-
stream histories and textbooks is just plain wrong. Specifically, Peirce was never a 
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“verificationist.” On the contrary, he took a sophisticated stance that countenanced 
potential signification. So, whereas some scholars still try to discuss Peircean prag-
matism without discussing Peircean semiotics, such a compromise is untenable, 
since “[h]is pragmatism is a theorem of his theory of signs” (Fisch 1986, 435).

Peircean semiotics has informed cognitive science (see Steiner 2013), but many 
of the technical notions developed by Peirce remain poorly known in mainstream 
debates. For instance, in addition to the acquaintance and description identified by 
Bertrand Russell (1910–11), “[a] third kind of signification exists” that “is barely 
glimpsed in formal semantics today” (Legg 2013, 17). This third kind of significa-
tion is iconicity. If, as I suspect, icons are needed in order to successfully refer to 
qualia, then it is predictable that qualia should appear puzzling.

How do we explain the mind’s qualitative dimension? If experiential qualities 
escape functional description, how could we ever refer to them? What sort of place, 
if any, should we assign qualities in the world? I believe Peircean philosophy of 
signs can help us answer some of these questions.

Peirce developed a phenomenology independently of Husserl (Spiegelberg 1956; 
Stjernfelt 2007, 141–159). Yet, since quite a bit of doctoring needs to be done in 
order to yield the insights that are of interest to a philosophic study of signs, semi-
otic inquiry is very different from phenomenological description. In many ways, it 
is closer to logic. The foundational assumption of semiotics is that all signs, wher-
ever they are found, involve a triadic structure (Fisch 1983). In a rare pedagogic 
moment, Peirce (1998, 170–171, 425–427) likened the relation involved in the 
action of signs to “giving,” insofar as the very idea commits one to countenancing 
not only (1) that which is given, but also (2) that to which it is given and (3) that 
which gives. This example was later made popular by Russell (1998, 59), who 
picked it up from Royce—that friend of Peirce who, “[f]or some reason” that 
Russell could not discern, “always liked triadic relations” (Russell 1998, 68). As we 
will see, it is unclear whether Russell really understood the Peircean emphasis on 
triadicity. In any event, like “giving,” the passage at play in a sign cannot be reduced 
to pairs, so the point is that nothing below three places will do.

Identifying the sign with a generic triadic relation lets semiotic inquiry roam 
across many disciplinary domains. Thomas Sebeok (1979, 64) thus called ecumeni-
calism the “distinctive burden” of semiotics. Elimination is the cardinal sin of such 
a research program. Indeed, “if semiotics is the science of signs, as the etymology 
of the word suggests, then it does not exclude any sign. If, in the variety of the sys-
tems of signs, one discovers systems that differ from others by their specific proper-
ties, one can place them in a special class without removing them from the general 
science of signs” (Jakobson and Pomorska 1983; quoted in Sebeok 1991, 77). One 
is of course free to return to a local inquiry after having adopted such a wide van-
tage, but one will then do so with a renewed understanding of where the human 
mind and its products fit in the grander scheme of things.

I believe that, to make sense of qualia, what is needed is the removal of complex-
ity. In a prominent collection of essays on consciousness, James H. Fetzer claims 
that “systems are conscious when they have the ability to use signs of specific kinds 
and not incapacitated from the exercise of that ability” (Fetzer 2003, 303). The defi-
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nition of the sign Fetzer uses—which he attributes to Peirce—is “something that 
stands for something (else) in some respect or other for somebody” (Fetzer 2003, 
303; see also Fetzer 1988). This view ensures that anything lower than triadic rela-
tions cannot be regarded as telling us anything useful about consciousness. Fetzer’s 
proposal is telling, because it is the opposite of what I aim to accomplish in this 
book.

There is no denying that conceiving minds as things for which things can stand 
for other things is a good way to approach the “easy” (or, more appropriately, “eas-
ier”) problems of consciousness; like the ability to discriminate, categorize, react to 
environmental stimuli, and so on (Chalmers 1995, 200). However, philosophical 
worries about consciousness arise from the fact that such a theory of sapience or 
thinking will not amount to a theory of sentience or feeling. By dipping below the 
level that makes cognitive processing possible, I want to show how this demand for 
a theory of sentience can fit into—or, more precisely, be subsumed in—an enriched 
account of sapience.

One can prescind a simple quality amid the stream of consciousness, but one has 
to make sure that whatever one reports about those impoverished scenarios does not 
help itself to the very resources supposed absent. Unfortunately, mainstream debates 
took on selected Peircean ideas without grasping their full semiotic motivation. 
Thus, taking their lead from Russellian philosophy of language, most philosophers 
of mind assume that causal reference is our only way to get in touch with the world 
and other minds. By dipping below the level of triadic relations, I want to approach 
phenomenal consciousness from a different—and more promising—angle.

Right now, semiotics (we owe the name to Locke) is arguably the least known 
branch of philosophy ending in –ics. I think that this is about to change. Nathan 
Houser, who spent decades editing Peirce’s vast papers, surmises that, in the long 
run, “Peirce’s semiotic may prove to be his most important contribution, really the 
creation of a new science” (in Bellucci et  al. 2014, 129). Although I am unsure 
whether it should be considered a science, I am convinced that Peirce’s triadic 
account of consciousness (Houser 1983) is exactly the sort of “fundamental theory” 
that David Chalmers has been searching for since his 1996 book The Conscious 
Mind: In Search of a Fundamental Theory. Let me now share the ideas that lead me 
to this conviction.
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Chapter 2
Calling on the Helpful Resources  
of Semiotic Inquiry

Abstract The name “semiotics” comes from John Locke, but the branch of phi-
losophy that this name picks out remains mostly unknown in the mainstream litera-
ture on consciousness. This chapter will thus offer a primer on semiotics, both as an 
abstract inquiry and as an organized pursuit. The starting assumption of semiotic 
inquiry is that conventional meaning, inference from evidence, and resemblance- 
based representation all concern a single theoretical object, namely the sign. This is 
because the sign is a triadic relation that can be realized differently in different 
domains. Some of the bonds that sustain the action of signs are mind-dependent, 
whereas others are mind-independent. Although there are hints of this account in 
H.  P. Grice’s remarks about “meaning,” the ecumenical perspective taken up by 
Peirce and other philosophers of signs can be traced back to Augustine. I recount 
this history and argue that Peirce was on the right track when he decided to approach 
the mind from a semiotic perspective.

2.1  Separating Qualities from Functions

Consciousness bundles together a lot of features, not all of which will concern me 
equally. So, like David Chalmers’ book The Conscious Mind, I want to begin by 
zeroing in on a very narrow aspect:

What is central to consciousness, at least in the most interesting sense, is experience. […] 
According to the psychological concept, it matters little whether a mental state has a con-
scious quality or not. What matters is the role it plays in a cognitive economy. On the phe-
nomenal concept, mind is characterized by the way it feels; on the psychological concept, 
mind is characterized by what it does. (Chalmers 1996, 3–4, 11)

According to Chalmers, cognitive science has a lot to say about the psychologi-
cal side of the mind, but it has almost nothing to say about the phenomenal side. 
Chalmers (1996, 5) thinks it is presently hard to see what a fully developed theory 
of phenomenality would look like. Even so, he thinks that the phenomenal dimen-
sion of the mind is different enough from the psychological dimension to merit a 
distinct concept. I agree.

Unfortunately, the distinction in question has come to be associated with so- 
called “zombies.” Zombies are often said to be “behaviourally indistinguishable” 
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(see Tanney 2004), but according to the construal of phenomenality endorsed by 
Chalmers (1996, 95), they would be psychologically indistinguishable as well. It is 
not just that one can imagine a creature whose sensory input and behavioural output 
functions map onto ours despite having a different physical realization; a suffi-
ciently sophisticated robot passing the Turing test would qualify in that regard. 
Rather, the claim is stronger, since it pertains to the very information processing 
sandwiched between the inputs and outputs. It is widely understood that “[m]y zom-
bie twin, for instance, has his eyes water just as I do when he eats too much Wasabi. 
Unlike me, […] [t]here is nothing it-is-like for him to taste Wasabi” (Majeed 2013, 
252). One should keep in mind, though, that the broad notion of function also covers 
inferences. We may consider premises as input and conclusions as output. Hence, if 
a conscious person silently ponders xyz before doing P, her zombie counterpart 
would, under the same circumstances, also silently ponder xyz before doing P. So, 
as far as zombie-detection goes, Freud would be as impotent as Skinner.

Framed this way, the presence or absence of a qualitative dimension would be 
unverifiable. Philosophers like Paul Churchland have therefore argued that, if we 
want to charge a scientific account of the mind with coming up short, we should 
“endeavor to find in it some real empirical failing. Imaginary failings simply don’t 
matter” (2005, 558). Although one might have expected a pragmatist to agree, the 
founder of pragmatism actually developed a set of subtle distinctions that lend some 
support to current contentions about qualia. Indeed, the function/quality distinction 
that Chalmers appeals to is appealing because it rests on a truth which Peirce’s ordi-
nal categories make clear: the idea of a relatum without a relation makes sense, but 
the idea of a relation without relata does not. This, in turn, permits an asymmetrical 
deletion. In developing a semiotic account of consciousness, I will make a host of 
adjustments, but I will never stray from this core insight.

If we read Chalmers’ chapter on “Two Concepts of Mind” (1996, 3–31) closely, 
we notice that he first pinpoints a very narrow sense of “experience.” Only once this 
is done does he ask us to conceive experience-free zombies. This means that, what-
ever stance one takes on the traditional issue of dualism versus (materialist) monism, 
the quality/function distinction can be rendered intelligible on its own grounds. 
Chalmers and his commentators seem to consider the distinction between the two 
concepts to be mere table setting, but I think it is where all the major action tran-
spires. Chalmers insists that “[t]here should be no question of competition between 
these two notions of mind” (1996, 11). Call this the non-overlap thesis. He also 
insists that “[t]hey cover different phenomena, both of which are quite real” (ibid.). 
Call this the dual commitment thesis. The account of consciousness that I want to 
develop accepts the dual commitment thesis but rejects the non-overlap thesis.

Because “zombies” display no practical difference from regular humans, they 
violate the founding intent of Peirce’s pragmatic maxim. Still, as we have just seen, 
before one can delete qualia from zombies, one has to focus on a very narrow con-
strual that deletes all relations from a quality. As a result, prescission “becomes 
philosophically relevant when it is applied […] to disentangling the fundamental 
concepts which account for our experience and thought. In fact, it is for this purpose 
that Peirce clarified the method of prescision” (Gava 2011, 236). However, by 
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 comparison with pragmatism, Peirce’s work on prescission is virtually unknown. It 
might therefore be helpful to distinguish two versions of Peirce.

There is, on the one hand, the better-known version who founded pragmatism 
and managed to get a few key articles published at an opportune time. Here, the 
functional side of the mind is played up. Yet, there is also, on the other hand, the 
lesser-known (but increasingly appreciated) version who made unparalleled 
advances in philosophy of signs which, until recently, remained mostly unpub-
lished. Here, the non-functional side of the mind is given its due. This is a rough 
division, but it helps. The fact that the Essential Peirce collections are cut into two 
volumes renders that division even more vivid. The cover of the first volume (Peirce 
1992) shows the younger Peirce, who instructed us to focus on the practical effects 
of a concept in order to clarify its meaning; whereas the second volume (Peirce 
1998) shows the older, more heavily bearded, Peirce, who relentlessly investigated 
a neglected branch of philosophy called semiotics.

The second essay of the second Essential Peirce is entitled “What is a Sign?” 
Naturally, this will strike any newcomer as a great place to start. The essay begins 
by noting that “since all reasoning is an interpretation of signs of some kind,” its 
titular question is “most necessary” but also “very difficult” (1998, 4). A mere four 
lines in, Peirce tells us that “[i]t is necessary to recognize three different states of 
mind” (ibid.). The first state of mind that Peirce invites us to consider is that of a red 
feeling, and nothing else. The reader who, saddled with an unexamined folk semi-
otic theory, came in expecting a discussion of traffic signals, will likely wonder at 
this point whether Peirce has veered off topic. He has not. Peirce’s goal is to evince 
the conditions for the possibility of sign-action. He wants to make a point: with a 
quality like red and just red, there can be no flow of consciousness. If one finds such 
a flow, the impetus must have come from a source different from the quality itself.

Implicitly, Peirce is making an additional point, just as important, which is that 
we can follow through with his invitation to consider a quality like red in complete 
isolation from anything else. Logically, it can be done. Peirce makes sure to empha-
size that “nobody really is in a state of feeling, pure and simple” as he just described 
(1998, 4). Yet, he observes that “whenever we are awake, something is present to the 
mind, and what is present, without reference to any compulsion or reason, is feel-
ing” (ibid.).

Those who have read only the early Peirce should therefore take note: Peirce is 
not a “verificationist” who denies that we experience qualia. On the contrary, he 
begins by telling us that qualia are the most fundamental constituents of any mind. 
Phenomenal qualities thus take centre-stage, long before practical effects enter the 
scene and the drama of cognition proper begins. When Peirce asks “What is a sign?,” 
he begins by distinguishing states of mind. Applying philosophy of signs to philoso-
phy of mind is thus perfectly natural. As Thomas Short explains: “[S]ince the human 
mind, according to Peirce, is constituted by semeiotic processes of a special type, it 
should be possible to use the concept of semeiosis to analyze consciousness, and that 
precludes using the concept of consciousness to analyze semeiosis” (1986, 105).

Like cognitive science, philosophy of signs has “a very long past but a relatively 
short history” (Gardner 1985, 9). The word “semiotics” was introduced by a modern 
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philosopher, its etymology is ancient Greek, its theoretical underpinnings are medi-
eval, and the inquiry began flourishing in contemporary times. Alas, at present, most 
philosophers of mind are not well-versed in semiotics. Let me now try to rectify 
this.

2.2  Philosophy of Signs’ Long Past

John Locke introduced the word “semiotics” in the penultimate paragraph of his 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, where he surmised that semiotic inquiry 
might “afford us another sort of logic and critic, than what we have been hitherto 
acquainted with” (1825, 550). However, it was only in the twentieth century that 
this ambitious project began to be collectively realized. As Paul Bouissac writes in 
his introduction to Oxford’s Encyclopedia of Semiotics:

Semiotics represents one of the main attempts—perhaps the most enduring one—at con-
ceiving a transdisciplinary framework through which interfaces can be constructed between 
distinct domains of inquiry. Other endeavors, such as the unified science movement of the 
1930s or cybernetics and general systems theory in the 1950s and 1960s, met with only 
limited success. By contrast, semiotics remains a credible blueprint for bridging the gaps 
between disciplines and across cultures. (Bouissac 1998, ix)

In the estimate of many, no one has done more to evince that blueprint than 
Peirce. Hence, like many semioticians, I hold that, at present, “[t]here is no such 
thing as non-Peircean (or non-Sebeokian) semiotics, just as there are no non- 
Einsteinian physics or non-Darwinian biology” (Kilpinen 2008, 217).

Semiotics, however, is bigger than Peirce. Charles W. Morris was in all likeli-
hood the first to explicitly teach a university course in semiotics in Chicago in the 
1930s (Sebeok 1991a, 75, 123). The inquiry gained further institutional form at a 
1964 conference in Bloomington, Indiana, when scholars from varied fields rallied 
under a common semiotic banner (Rey 1984, 92). The International Association for 
Semiotic Studies (IASS) held its first world congress in 1974, publishing its pro-
ceedings ever since. Although one has to select them wisely, reliable encyclopaedias 
(Cobley 2010; Sebeok 1994) and textbooks (Deely 1990; Savan 1987) in semiotics 
are now available, and the inquiry attracts a growing number of scholars who pub-
lish in established peer-reviewed journals like Semiotica, Sign Systems Studies, 
Semiotic Inquiry, and The American Journal of Semiotics (see the reliable sources 
catalogued in Champagne 2014b). Training-wise, there is a belief—expressed by 
the Russian cultural theorist Juri Lotman and subsequently defended by Thomas 
Sebeok (Deely 2009, 484)—that “semiotics is a field that one should not begin 
with” (Kull et al. 2009, xi). Thus, for better or worse, academic degrees in semiotics 
are awarded mainly at the graduate level (the Ph.D. program at UQÀM is the oldest, 
having been established in 1979).

Language has been a prominent theme in contemporary philosophy. If we follow 
Richard Rorty (1979) and Robert Brandom (1994) and construe “pragmatism” as an 
account of how communities do things with language, then absorbing the ideas of 
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Peirce in the analytic canon can seem like a natural move. Unfortunately, such an 
absorption would obscure more than it would reveal. Peirce never belittled lan-
guage, but he was emphatic that human symbols are but one sort of sign among 
others. There may be legitimate reasons to limit a given philosophical inquiry to 
language. But, as Thomas Sebeok (1991b) brought out with sustained ferocity, one 
has to neglect or warp a lot of data in order to claim that language somehow marks 
a privileged boundary.

Somewhere along the way, many twentieth century thinkers took on a pair of 
alarmingly fallacious inferences (see Austin 2001, 30–31): words need not resemble 
their objects, therefore words never resemble their objects; and words (the species) 
never resemble their objects, therefore signs (the genus) never resemble their 
objects. These inferences have plagued both the analytic and continental traditions. 
Consider, for example, Ferdinand de Saussure’s claim that conventional imputation 
is the glue that holds together the parts of a sign. If the Swiss linguist is right, then 
“[s]igns that are wholly arbitrary realize better than the others the ideal of the semi-
ological processes […]” (De Saussure 2011, 68). This is a dogma. Although a study 
of linguistic symbols can definitely yield insights, such conventional signs are a 
proper subset of a much broader class of signs. Failure to recognize this leads to a 
fallacy of composition, wrongly assuming that a property of one or more of the parts 
of a whole is also true of that whole (Deely et al. 1986; Deledalle 2000, 100–113).

Because Saussure (2011, 16) saw the study of signs as a part of social psychol-
ogy, his semiology had little or nothing to say about signs outside of culture. Louis 
Hjelmslev published a formal development of Saussure’s project in 1943 (Hjelmslev 
1969). By the time Roland Barthes met with the linguist A. J. Greimas in Egypt in 
1949, Greimas informed him of (or created?) trends to come by telling him that 
“one cannot not know Saussure” (see Dosse 1997a, 68). Barthes later drew on the 
ideas of Saussure and Hjelmslev in his short “Éléments de sémiologie” (1977), 
which was widely used in literary circles. However, it was Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
who, in a prominent 1951 lecture (reprinted his 1964, 84–97), introduced Saussurean 
ideas into the philosophical mainstream. Ironically, Merleau-Ponty’s pioneering 
work in embodied cognition ensured that arbitrariness and convention would never 
be the last word on meaning. French semiologists like Greimas have reluctantly had 
to acknowledge the presence of non-symbolic meaning (see the anecdote in Broden 
2009, 577–578), but they have tended to relegate such events to phenomenologists 
(Ablali 2004). However, the add-ons came too late, as the relation-only view of 
French structuralism (Holdcroft 1991, 88–106, 119–130) eventually collapsed 
under the weight of its own internal contradictions (Dosse 1997b).

Compared with the social approach of semiology, semiotics has travelled down 
a very different path.

Instead of limiting signs to language and human customs, Thomas Sebeok 
(2001a, 10) held that “The criterial mark of all life is semiosis” and that “Semiosis 
presupposes life,” so he allowed animals, plants, and even single cells to use signs 
(see El-Hani et al. 2006). Looking at the literature, “[t]he lowering of the semiotic 
threshold in semiotics during the last decades […] went parallel with the rediscov-
ery of Peirce’s broad concept of semiosis” (Nöth 2001, 15). As Sandra Rosenthal 
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writes, Peircean semiotics “incorporates the dynamics of lived experience at its 
most rudimentary level, a dynamic that […] grounds itself in those most rudimen-
tary semiotic structures by which man experiences a world of appearing objects” 
(1979, 285). A biological turn may have recently begun in philosophy of mind (e.g., 
Thompson 2007), but it has been under way for decades in philosophy of signs 
(Sebeok 1988; Favareau 2010).

In a way, semiotic inquiry has returned to its roots, since the first signs to receive 
theoretical attention were medical symptoms (see the remarks by Marcel Danesi in 
Sebeok 2001b, xi–xvi). The following parallel can thus help to give a preliminary 
sense of semiotics’ scope. In an attempt to iron out what he took to be an ambiguity 
in our common use of the word “mean,” H. P. Grice called attention to the difference 
between sentences like “Those spots mean (meant) measles” and “Those three rings 
on the bell (of the bus) mean that the ‘bus is full’” (Grice 1957, 377). Considering 
the first sentence, one cannot say “Those spots meant measles, but he hadn’t got 
measles,” whereas for the second sentence, it would make sense for one to say “But 
it isn’t in fact full—the conductor has made a mistake” (Grice 1957, 377–378). One 
relation binds spots and measles, while another relation binds ringing bells and 
filled buses. Yet, the bell-bus relation is liable of being mistaken in a manner that the 
spot-measles relation is not, insofar as the effect that ringing bells have on people’s 
conduct “must be something within the control of the audience, or at least the sort 
of thing which is within its control” (Grice 1957, 386). This led Grice to distinguish 
between what he called “natural meaning” and “nonnatural meaning.”

Grice’s distinction reflects lay usage. Indeed, Grice remarked, quite rightly, that 
“[t]his question about the distinction between natural and nonnatural meaning is, I 
think, what people are getting at when they display an interest in a distinction 
between ‘natural’ and ‘conventional’ signs” (1957, 379). Grice’s work nevertheless 
left unanswered—or rather, unasked—a crucial question: why do we speak of 
“meaning” in both natural and nonnatural cases? One stock assumption is that this 
usage is a linguistic confusion which a more rigorous analysis could in principle 
redress. That is certainly one hypothesis. Yet, what if the kinship at hand is not a 
conflation but rather has a basis in fact? In his private lecture notes, Grice remarks 
that “Peirce uses the word ‘sign’ of a great variety of subjects” and wonders whether 
Peirce’s use “draws attention to some important common feature which a great vari-
ety of items share” (in Pietarinen and Bellucci 2016, 86).

What we have in twentieth century philosophy of language are two sorts of sig-
nificant relations, both placed under a single super-ordinate class of “meaning”—
but the revolutionary implications of recognizing this kinship are not reaped (and 
even sometimes dismissed; as in Harman 1977). Philosophy of signs, by contrast, 
strives to explore that kinship and all it implies (Sebeok 2000).

As Umberto Eco explains in his widely-read book, Semiotics and the Philosophy 
of Language (1986b, 8), the starting assumption of semiotic inquiry is that conven-
tional meaning (e.g., words), inference from evidence (e.g., symptoms), and 
resemblance- based representation (e.g., maps) all “concern a unique theoretical 
object,” namely the “sign” writ large. This perspective rests on the realization—
originating in the medieval period and later vindicated by Peirce—that all varieties 
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of sign-action exhibit a common triadic structure which can and ought to be studied 
in its own right.

Semiotic theory thus augments the Gricean division in two respects. First, it adds 
something above the Gricean division, since it regards natural meaning and non-
natural meaning as species of the genus “sign.” Second, it adds something below the 
Gricean division, since it regards “natural meaning” as a genus with two species, 
namely indices and icons. Indices are “natural” in virtue of a mind-independent link 
of causality, whereas icons are “natural” in virtue of a mind-independent link of 
similarity.

Tracing the origins of this taxonomy takes us on a whirlwind tour of Western 
philosophy. One of the most interesting findings to have emerged from the work of 
Umberto Eco and his colleagues (Eco and Marmo 1989, 4–5) is the discovery, sur-
prising at first, that Greek thought had no general notion of “sign” as we understand 
it today. In ancient Greek culture, we find on one hand the semeion, which, like a 
symptom, expresses a conditional association like “If the woman has milk, then the 
woman has given birth.” This construal, which was part of the early development of 
medical science (Baer 1983; Baer 1988), also applied to subjects like meteorology, 
and was carefully discussed by the Stoics (see Eco 1986b, 29–33, 214–215; Manetti 
1993, 97–110). The signification at play in the semeion rides on a correlation which 
would obtain with or without the inferential-like movement that finds in the mani-
fest a trace of the hidden. This is the broad class of signs that natural scientists are 
usually interested in. The feature which allows interpretation to go from a sign- 
vehicle to an object is mind-independent. We can fail in our epistemic apprehension, 
but our misattribution leaves intact the factual link that would have otherwise 
secured it.

On the other hand, we find in Greek thought the symbolon, whose signification is 
wholly conventional, like insignia or flags. Etymologically, the word “symbol” 
comes from linked coins or clay-plates that were used to publicly announce mar-
riages and contractual agreements (Eco 1986a, 153; Eco 1990, 9; Peirce 1998, 9). A 
steady correlation is involved in the symbolon, but there is nothing above and 
beyond the interpretation of a code that binds the relata. Because this imputed link 
is mind-dependent, it can “convey the nonexistent with a facility every bit equal to 
its power to convey thought about what is existent” (Deely 1990, 17). This allows 
human users to exploit channels not bound by constraints for truthfulness, going 
against a default biological hard-wiring in order to acquire a uniquely flexible cog-
nitive resource (see Donald 2001). Symbols permeate culture, so they are the signs 
that social scientists are usually interested in.

Plato had famously argued in the Cratylus (1997, 101–156) that names originally 
bore a natural bond to their objects. But, more famously still, Aristotle critiqued this 
implausible view in De Interpretatione, insisting that a “name is a spoken sound 
significant by convention […] because no name is a name naturally but only when 
it has become a symbol” (1984, 25).

In any event, what we have in Greek Antiquity is a division between nature and 
culture, reflected in the fact that there are different words for signs, not one (Manetti 
2010b). This tacit taxonomy begins to change when we come to Augustine. For 
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reasons that have nothing to do with philosophy proper, Augustine remained igno-
rant of Greek language throughout his productive life. So, when he felt the need to 
reflect on how the Christian God could speak to us through surface marks on a 
codex, he did not first verify what the Greeks had thought on the matter. Proceeding 
from his native Latin, he instead defined the signum generically as “something 
which is itself sensed and which indicates to the mind something beyond the sign 
itself” (Augustine 1975, 86; see also Perälä 2014, 362).

Whatever its shortcomings, this definition is novel, because it accommodates 
both natural and cultural correlations—the smoke that stands for fire and the white 
flag that stands for surrender (see Jackson 1969, 48–49). Thus, in the year 387, 
“Augustine unifies the two theories and the two classes of signs” (Manetti 2010a, 
25). In doing so, Augustine laid the groundwork for a genuinely semiotic inquiry 
(Todorov 1992, 56–57; see Manetti 1993, 156–168). Other divides will linger, like 
the one between “formal” and “instrumental” signs (see Maritain 1959, 119–120; 
Furton 1995, 96–97). But, henceforth, two sorts of correlations—mind-independent 
and mind-dependent—will be recognized as falling under one super-ordinate class 
as signs tout court.

It may be surprising to find Augustine credited with inaugurating a model that 
would in time blossom into a sophisticated theory of representation. We may recall, 
for example, Wittgenstein’s paragraphs at the outset of his Philosophical 
Investigations (2001, 2–3)—not exactly a work known for its historical scholar-
ship—that depict Augustine as using names to merely “label” cognitively complete 
concepts. All the same, the consensus among scholars is that Augustine “affirms 
more strongly than earlier writers have done that words are merely one type of sign; 
this affirmation, which stands out with increasing sharpness in his later writings, is 
the cornerstone of the semiotic perspective” (Todorov 1992, 36; see Eco and Marmo 
1989, 4–5; as well as Markus 1957). Recent years have thus witnessed a growing 
“body of research on the Middle Ages from the community of semioticians” that 
“now begins to amount to a subgenre of semiotic scholarship” (Evans 1987, 177). It 
is important to keep in mind, however, that “[Augustine] introduced to the Latins 
and to philosophy the sign as a theme, but he himself was never to thematize it” 
(Deely 2001, 218).

The covering model of the sign put forward by Augustine was disseminated in 
Peter Lombard’s twelfth-century anthology of authoritative tenets, Four Books of 
Sentences. That widely-read anthology presented future generations of philosophers 
with a dilemma: is the unified kind “sign” a conflation or an insight? Views on the 
matter differed, but after Augustine it became mandatory to figure out what the 
common denominator between all these different signs might be.

A comprehensive answer to that question was developed by John Poinsot, a sev-
enteenth century Spanish philosopher and theologian who left behind a difficult but 
ground-breaking Tractatus de Signis (2013). Poinsot was an heir to the long and 
intricate debate over signs that took Augustine’s definition as its starting point. 
Some denied that there is truly a feature which unites the different kinds of signs 
(Deely 2004, 107). Poinsot, by contrast, tried to vindicate the original Augustinian 
proposal on principled grounds. Indeed, “it is clear that both Augustine (b. 354; d. 
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430) and John of St. Thomas [a.k.a. Poinsot] (b. 1589; d. 1644) were engaged in the 
same intellectual program and therefore belong together” (Gracia and Noone 2006, 
1). Poinsot essentially engages with the cryptic but pregnant insight enunciated by 
his predecessor Thomas Cajetan: “A rose existing only in thought is not a rose, but 
a relation existing in thought is truly a relation” (quoted in Deely 1994, 22). In keep-
ing with this, Poinsot argued that a sign, being a relation, is indifferent to whether it 
is found in the mind or in the world. Hence, its “being consists in relating, and this 
does not depend on us” (Rasmussen 1994, 410).

I will explore Poinsot’s ideas more fully in Chap. 5. For now, it suffices to point 
out that Poinsot’s proposal took place in one of the least-known periods in the his-
tory of Western philosophy, which consists of scholastic thought after René 
Descartes (Champagne 2008–09). Because Poinsot’s theoretical contributions went 
almost unnoticed, we have to wait several centuries for late-medieval insights to be 
recovered and further articulated. The year 1690 nevertheless stands out, for this is 
when John Locke first gave “semiotics” its name at the end of his Essay. Locke, 
however, did not carry out the revolutionary promise of that project. As Peirce 
writes: “The celebrated Essay Concerning Humane Understanding contains many 
passages which […] make the first steps in profound analyses which are not further 
developed” (1931–58, 2.649). Semiotics is one of them.

2.3  Peirce’s Major Contribution

In the history of philosophy, big changes can result from little decisions. Bearing 
that in mind, it is worth noting that “the chapter proposing semiotic is commonly 
omitted from the many abridged editions of Locke’s celebrated work that appear in 
succeeding centuries” (Deely 1981, 240). Although the work of Poinsot shows that 
“the doctrine of signs proclaimed by Locke did not have to wait 200 years to rise in 
the bosom of Peirce’s complex and monumental work” (Santaella 1991, 155), phi-
losophy of signs truly came of age with the work of Peirce. Showing an unusual 
historical sensitivity, Peirce connected anew with the medieval literature on signs 
that had been forgotten in the shuffle of modernity (see Beuchot and Deely 1995; 
Tiercelin 2006).

As a logician trained in framing things in the broadest terms possible, Peirce 
showed how any sign is perforce a three-place relation where something stands for 
something to something—regardless of what might fill these three place-holders on 
a given occasion. Delete any component of a semiotic triad and representation 
becomes impossible. A sign is therefore characterized, not by its material status, but 
by its relational structure:

A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in such a genuine triadic relation to a 
Second, called its Object, as to be capable of determining a Third, called its Interpretant, to 
assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands itself to the same Object. 
The triadic relation is genuine, that is, its three members are bound together by it in a way 
that does not consist in any complexus of dyadic relations. (Peirce 1998, 272–273)
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If one were to postulate that the basic categories of all things are Up, Down, Left 
and Right, this would not mean that the universe is populated with scattered ups, 
downs, lefts, and rights (that remain so irrespective of what is around them). 
Similarly, to be a First or a Third is to play a certain logical role. The roles them-
selves, moreover, can be switched around, so that when an interpretation is pro-
duced, it in turn can be interpreted. Peirce called this switching around “semiosis,” 
the action of signs. He got this name from a book on inferences by the first century 
Epicurean philosopher Philodemus (1978; see De Lacy 1938; Manetti 2002). Peirce 
encountered this book while overseeing the work of a student at Johns Hopkins 
University (Marquand 1983).

Peirce took the Latin notion of sign to a new level of theoretical sophistication. 
In the course of his studies, Peirce came to hold in high regard the medieval writings 
of John Duns Scotus (see Boler 1963). Central to Scotus’ position was a specific 
sort of separation which—as the scholastic catchphrase goes—is “more than nomi-
nal but less than real.” Peter King summarizes it as follows: “The core intuition 
behind Scotus’s formal distinction is, roughly, that existential inseparability does 
not entail identity in definition, backed up by the conviction that this is a fact about 
the way things are rather than how we conceive of them” (2003, 22; emphasis 
added). Scotus’ formal distinction was part of a concerted defence (from early- 
Christian times onward) against accusations of polytheism:

How can one reconcile the doctrine of the Trinity with a belief in the unity and simplicity 
of God? […] The problems posed by the Trinity supplied the impulse for the development 
of the distinction […]. Of course, it was not the only field of application, and the formal 
distinction came to be invoked in solving a host of purely philosophical problems. (Jordan 
1984, 1)

Peirce wrote that, if Scotus’ work was “adapted to modern culture, under con-
tinual wholesome reminders of nominalistic criticisms, I am convinced that it will 
go far toward supplying the philosophy which is best to harmonize with physical 
science” (1931–58, 1.6).

As it turns out, religious controversies gave birth to a technical tool well suited 
for the study of signs. One of Peirce’s most important contributions to semiotic 
theory was his Scotus-inspired realization that, if one wants to rigorously and sys-
tematically unpack all that is implied by the misleadingly obvious notion of “sign,” 
then one must recognize that every sign manifests both an unbreakable unity (as a 
sign whose significance is transparently given in a flash, as it were) and a multiplic-
ity (as a step-by-step passage from a sign-vehicle to that which it re-presents). 
Construing any of the components that go into making representation possible as 
things somehow capable of existing without the collaboration of the others may not 
obliterate them, but it does rob them of the significance that allows them to serve 
useful cognitive functions. Thus, if we dissect a sign too crudely and start reifying 
the various parts we have uncovered, we ensure that those parts no longer have any 
representational value. Mutatis mutandis, construing the sign as some airtight atom 
which reflective thought cannot penetrate would drain all the properties that make it 
a sign.
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Peirce first shared this result with the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 
in an 1867 paper titled “On a New List of Categories.” While not the most mature 
of Peirce’s papers, that curt text presented a rich but forgotten way of approaching 
perennial questions of philosophy:

The terms “prescision” [Peirce often changed the spelling] and “abstraction,” which were 
formerly applied to every kind of separation, are now limited, not merely to mental separa-
tion, but to that which arises from attention to one element and neglect of the other. 
Exclusive attention consists in a definite conception or supposition of one part of an object, 
without any supposition of the other. Abstraction or prescision ought to be carefully distin-
guished from two other modes of mental separation, which may be termed discrimination 
and dissociation. Discrimination has to do merely with the essences of terms, and only 
draws a distinction in meaning. Dissociation is that separation which, in the absence of a 
constant association, is permitted by the law of association of images. It is the conscious-
ness of one thing, without the necessary simultaneous consciousness of the other. 
Abstraction or prescision, therefore, supposes a greater separation than discrimination, but 
a less separation than dissociation. (Peirce 1992, 2–3)

Peirce probably learned about prescissive abstraction from a 1724 logic textbook 
by the English theologian Isaac Watts (see Peirce 1998, 541fn13). There may also 
be affinities with Kant (Gava 2011). In any event, Cary Spinks notes that “prescis-
sion is a difficult concept, but it is one of the most powerful developed by Peirce and 
also one of the few which he keeps throughout his life work” (1991, 23).

Prescission lets us distinguish features that are always bound (and that would 
hardly make sense without one another). A good way to explain this would be to 
liken semiotics to geometry. While one would be hard-pressed to find in the natural 
world a line with no girth or a point with no extension, we nevertheless have the 
ability to rigorously decompose any three-dimensional space and manipulate the 
dimensions it subsumes. The organization in such a case is not cardinal, but ordinal: 
nothing in a singular point entails a line or a volume, but the very notion of volume 
logically implies the line and the point. Semiotics is articulated around a similar 
insight. As Peirce showed, any representation involves a triadic relation that cannot 
be sundered; that is, one which cannot be reduced to the dyadic or the monadic on 
pain of no longer representing. To be meaningful, something (monadic quality) 
must stand for (dyadic relation) something else and be taken (triadic interpretation) 
as so standing. Nevertheless, using prescission, we can break these three dimen-
sions down and recognize the specific semiotic role of each.

Peirce’s failure to secure a place within the academic establishment effectively 
bequeathed to future generations the laborious task of understanding his unpub-
lished writings. Thus, outside of a handful of influential papers on pragmatism writ-
ten mainly in the 1870s (which he eventually repudiated), his later thought remained 
largely unknown.

As regards Peirce’s semiotic in particular, hardly anybody had paid any attention to it at 
all—it is clear from something [John] Dewey says in his correspondence with [Arthur F.] 
Bentley that, prior to the publication of [Charles W.] Morris’s article on the foundations of 
the theory of signs, not even he had previously paid any real attention to that aspect of 
Peirce’s thought […]. At most, the term “semiotic” was thought of as referring to a crackpot 
scheme for classifying things called “signs” which nobody in philosophy had any interest 
in to begin with […]. (Joseph Ransdell, quoted in Deledalle 2001, 220)
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In principle, though, Peirce’s mature ideas were available shortly after the First 
World War. His extensive letters to Victoria Lady Welby (Hardwick 1977), which 
dealt mainly with semiotics, were circulated in Europe and sent to prominent intel-
lectual figures (like Bertrand Russell). Peirce’s letters eventually reached C.  K. 
Ogden, who was employed by Welby as a research assistant. Together with his co- 
author I. A. Richards, Odgen published excerpts of Peirce’s letters in The Meaning 
of Meaning (1989, 279–290), a book which Charles Morris credits with identifying 
“the contours of a general theory of signs” (1971, 7).

The philosopher of mathematics Frank P. Ramsey, who translated Wittgenstein’s 
Tractatus (2002) with Ogden, came to know of Peirce’s ideas through this connec-
tion. In 1923, we find Ramsey arguing in a review of Wittgenstein’s book that the 
Austrian genius would have benefited from “two words used by C.  S. Peirce,” 
namely “type” and “token” (Ramsey 1923, 468). Finally, after a lifetime of exclu-
sion, some of Peirce’s semiotic notions were being broadcast in a prominent forum, 
by a respected (if still emerging) Cambridge scholar, during the formative years of 
the analytic movement, in discussing what was to become one of its founding texts. 
Yet, regrettably, what could have been an occasion to connect with promising medi-
eval conceptions simply became a newfangled jargon in which to reprise stale 
schemes. By the time anybody realized that the type/token distinction was supposed 
to be threefold, the error had been broadcast.

2.4  Tone-Deaf no More

David M. Armstrong, an advocate of materialism in philosophy of mind, wrote an 
introductory textbook that begins with the type/token distinction developed by “the 
great U.S. nineteenth-century philosopher, C.  S. Peirce” (Armstrong 1989, 1). 
Armstrong produces a box with the word “the” inscribed twice in it and writes: 
“Peirce would have said that there were two tokens of the one type” (ibid., 2). This 
characterization, though not inaccurate, is incomplete, since the distinction devel-
oped by Peirce is in fact threefold. Armstrong got his “the the” example from this 
well-known passage from Peirce:

There will ordinarily be about twenty the’s on a page, and of course they count as twenty 
words. In another sense of the word “word,” however, there is but one word “the” in the 
English language; and it is impossible that this word should lie visibly on a page or be heard 
in any voice, for the reason that it is not a Single thing or Single event. It does not exist; it 
only determines things that do exist. Such a definitely significant Form, I propose to term a 
Type. A Single event which happens once and whose identity is limited to that one 
 happening […] such as this or that word on a single line of a single page of a single copy of 
a book, I will venture to call a Token. (Peirce 1931–58, vol. 4.537)

However, the passage immediately continues with this sentence: “An indefinite sig-
nificant character such as a tone of voice can neither be called a Type nor a Token. I 
propose to call such a Sign a Tone” (ibid.).
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Many philosophers know this passage, but few cite it whole. Even Risto Hilpinen, 
in his Presidential Address to the Charles Sanders Peirce Society, truncates his 
quote (see Hiplinen 2012, 260). It is hardly surprising, then, that Linda Wetzel 
alludes to this passage in her book on types and tokens (Wetzel 2009, xi) yet com-
pletely neglects to mention the tone. The silent transformation of Peirce’s trichot-
omy into a dichotomy is now virtually ubiquitous (see Hutton 1990; Guttenplan 
1995, 596–597).

Peirce’s (1998, 364) pioneering work in topology convinced him that triads have 
a special status (see the proof in Burch 1991), so it is particularly unfortunate to see 
his ideas denatured. I have already recounted how Ramsey (1923) failed to mention 
the tone in his review of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. More knowledgeable philoso-
phers could have intervened to correct matters. John Dewey had studied briefly 
under Peirce at Johns Hopkins University in the 1880s, but it took a while before 
Dewey (1946) divulged in print what he had learned. So, apart from a few timid 
interventions (e.g., Williams 1936, 702), the propagation of Peirce’s ideas was far 
from optimal. In a 1949 article, Arthur Burks—the editor of Peirce’s Collected 
Papers—reassured the philosophical public at large that the full type/token/tone dis-
tinction was articulated by Peirce “in a way which is too bound up with his system 
of categories to be of use outside his philosophy […]” (Burks 1949, 673). I want to 
change all that. John Boler notes that quality is “certainly the least clear of the cat-
egories, and the one that receives the least attention” (1963, 123). I think the latter 
part of this statement accounts for the former.

Although he misappropriates the type/token/tone distinction, Armstrong cor-
rectly remarks that it is “a perfectly general distinction applicable to any subject 
whatever” (1989, 1; for more on Armstrong and Peirce, see Legg 2001). Like many, 
however, Armstrong uses “type” and “token” as synonyms for “universal” and “par-
ticular.” That is not correct. “How far are the basic categories of Peirce’s phenome-
nology either particulars or universals? In describing Firstnesses as qualities of 
feeling Peirce never makes their status plain in terms of this disjunction. All he 
requests is the disregard of the question of reality and of connections with other 
phenomena” (Spiegelberg 1956, 174). The type/token/tone distinction thus belongs 
to semiotics, not metaphysics (not the metaphysics of Plato, at any rate). The dis-
tinction is instead “based on the idea that a given entity, assumed to be a sign, can 
be regarded in respect to any or all of three types of properties it has—monadic, 
dyadic, triadic (i.e., one-term, two-term, three-term)—depending upon the analyti-
cal needs in some concrete semiotic inquiry” (Sebeok 1994, 1130).

Signs, as we saw, are individuated by their triadic structure. If what we have in 
view is the whole triad, then we are at the level of what Peirce called Thirdness. In 
such a case, we have a relation between two relata grasped as a relation by some 
third thing beyond it. This is usually the level of interest, especially when one is 
studying some particular cultural or natural instance of sign-use. But, if our goal is 
a philosophical analysis of the representational structure itself, we may want to go 
further. If we suppose this relation between two relata as it would be without any 
further recognition of it as a relation, we are dealing with Secondness. Two and only 
two things are now involved, so we have effectively left the realm of intelligibility 
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and entered that of brute contiguity (see Champagne 2014a). Prescinding still fur-
ther, we may also want to suppose one of the relata without it entering into any 
relation with another. Peirce writes: “[T]he idea of a quality is the idea of a phenom-
enon or partial phenomenon considered as a monad, without reference to its parts or 
components and without reference to anything else” (1931–58, 1.424). If we do this, 
we eliminate whatever alterity allowed that relatum (the term now becomes a mis-
nomer) to have a “contour.” Thus, when we prescind relation away so as to consider 
only that which is related, we may no longer think of the resultant tone as we do a 
token, since doing so would require us to delimit it in some fashion and ascend back 
to Secondness. The prescissive analysis leaves its initial object of study untouched. 
But, if we choose to prescind all the way, Firstness is as far as we can go, and we 
obtain a quality that could be actualized but isn’t.

Although the declarative intelligibility expected of introspective reports is pos-
sible solely by recourse to triadic representation, this appeal does not preclude but 
in fact presupposes simpler dyadic and monadic ones which are patently not 
beholden to any form of mediation (see Peirce 1992, 257–262). The more elemen-
tary states of Firstness and Secondness require the addition of a third term in order 
to be interpreted, but we can discern their ordinal priority.

To better appreciate these prescissive distinctions, we can look at the following 
example (taken from Sebeok 1994, 1130; adapted from Peirce 1931–58, 2.230):

Because of his long fast, he was too weak to stand fast or hold fast or even to 
run fast.

The truncated type/token dichotomy would tell us that there are four tokens and one 
type of “fast,” but the correct Peircean verdict is that “fast” appears three times as 
type, four times as token, and once as tone. Hence, the Peircean perspective I cham-
pion doesn’t just name things differently, it counts things differently. If one were to 
prefer saying “twelve eggs” instead of “a dozen eggs,” this change would be merely 
terminological. If, however, one were to prefer saying “a score of eggs” instead of 
“a dozen eggs,” this change would carve the world differently. Adopting the 
type/token/tone distinction thus results in a difference that makes a difference, at 
least as far as our taxonomies are concerned.

The idea of token is perhaps the easiest to compass. To be a token is to be an 
occurrence, something that has a discrete spatial and temporal location. In contrast, 
neither the type nor the tone is bound by such immanence. The tone is a quality—
considered prior to its occurrence as token. If we prescind, we can isolate the quali-
tative feature that is common to the tokens “fast” and “fast.” To be sure, this 
quality—in this case a configuration of marks—is very much there as constitutive 
of each token, and there is no way for us to get to “suchness” except through a “this-
ness.” But, the tone itself enjoys a priority which enables us to logically isolate it 
while disregarding its numerically distinct manifestations. As an ordinal First, the 
tone “fast” is merely a potentiality, a “something” that could be employed to stand 
for something else (but doesn’t have to be). If and when such a quality occurs, “fast” 
is a Second. It can now be used to indicate a specific spot on a page. To the extent 
that such an occurrence is not a singleton but appears repeatedly in a way that is not 
merely haphazard (e.g., a habit), “fast” is a Third.
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It is important to stress that “[a] class, of course, is neither a tone nor a type in 
Peirce’s sense” (Willard 1983, 284), because a class can have random members 
whereas a type generates tokens according to a repeatable rationale. This recurrence 
is what allows a type to sustain a conventional association. Children learning a natu-
ral language may be adept at inducing meanings from a poverty of stimulus 
(Chomsky 1980), but they still need a minimum of two examples plus an open- 
ended possibility of implementing a learned rule again. There is no such thing, for 
example, as a word that can be used only once. Of course, as a token, a word can 
(only) be used once. However, what makes a brute event like a noise capable of 
bearing conventional meaning is that it can be re-cognized and re-employed. Even 
so, the first time one hears a spoken word, that sound has a distinctive tone (as 
would pure gibberish). There is thus a tremendous difference between a type that 
does occur repeatedly and a tone that could occur repeatedly. In order not to miss 
this crucial nuance, Peirce saw fit to use different names.

Although the notion of “tone seems very close to what many subsequent writers 
have meant by ‘type’” (Willard 1983, 284), the type/token/tone distinction tracks an 
important nuance that the coarser-grained type/token distinction misses. Consider 
the following situation. A set of things—orange traffic cones, say—are placed 
before a knowing subject. The subject, noticing that there is some feature(s) in com-
mon, then proceeds to tease out that common feature(s). A story can thus be told 
about how the shared colour or shape of the traffic cones was “abstracted away” 
from those immanent particulars. Yet, whatever its merit, solubility, or outcome, this 
set-up has already skipped over what interests me. Indeed, nothing prevents one’s 
investigation from starting with a single item instead of a group of items. After all, 
a single traffic cone will have a quality (colour, shape, etc.) even if no other cones 
like it exist. It may therefore be helpful to replace our earlier sentential example 
with the following:

fast

Looking at this single token, the two theses I am concerned with are that 1) the 
here-and-now “thisness” of the singular occurrence can be prescinded from its qual-
itative “suchness,” and 2) the “suchness” or tone one arrives at by prescission deter-
mines what similar tokens would be like without indicating whether such other 
tokens in fact exist. Going from a plurality of tokens to unencountered tokens may 
be a (risky) induction, but going from a single token to unencountered tokens is an 
abduction—a (riskier) surmise that other tokens with this tone might exist. Umberto 
Eco is philosophically impressed by the fact that, in perceptual judgement, “that 
yellow is like all the yellows I have seen” (2000, 115). But, to my mind, we should 
be more impressed by the fact that, even on the first occasion (Mary exiting the 
cave, say), that yellow will be like all the yellows one will ever see. One will skip 
right over this nuance if one begins with a collection of tokens.

In keeping with this, Peirce warned that, when we talk of abstracting out a com-
mon feature, we often clump together two logically distinct moments. To abstract a 
common feature, one must first pull out that feature from each individual and then 
treat what one has pulled out as if it could exist in this detached form. The first step 
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is prescission and the second step is a reification Peirce called “hypostatic abstrac-
tion.” Because these are different mental operations, Peirce urges us to “relieve the 
stem ‘abstract’ from staggering under the double burden of conveying the idea of 
prescission as well as the unrelated and very important idea of the creation of an ens 
rationis […]” (1998, 352). Hypostatic abstraction “furnishes us the means of turn-
ing predicates from being signs that we think or think through, into being subjects 
thought of” (Peirce 1931–58, 4.549). Peirce is right that this can be a crucial step. 
However, I argue that, in philosophy of mind, it is crucial that one not perform this 
additional step, otherwise one will be left with a thing-like quale that empirical 
evidence will seek but never find.

A colour like orange may be prescinded, but orange does not exist apart from 
orange things. Peircean semiotics thus sits token occurrences in the middle of all of 
its systematic classifications, because “if a sign is to have any active mode of being, 
it must be materially embodied” (Queiroz and Atã 2014, 284). As David Savan 
explains, a tone “can not be encountered as such in experience […]. What this 
means is that the empirical student of semiotics must use Peirce’s trichotomy (if he 
uses it at all) as an analytical tool, by means of which to distinguish three different 
aspects of semiosis […]. Empirically, no sign belongs exclusively to one of these 
classes” (1987, 23–24). Like a Russian doll, a type always presupposes tokens, and 
a token always presupposes a tone. Even if it makes little sense to think of “fast” as 
existing in only one of these respects, be it a quality that never occurs or a regularity 
that never manifests itself, prescission allows us to carefully peel off these three 
layers.

Like semiotic inquiry itself, the type/token/tone distinction employed by Peirce 
has a long history. For instance, “what distinguishes Avicenna’s treatment of essence 
is the way he distinguishes three ways of taking it: as existing in individual things 
and so determining their kind, as understood to be shared by many such things, and 
as it is in itself” (Gracia and Noone 2006, 199). Avicenna’s analysis influenced 
Scotus. According to Scotus,

The first act of the intellect is the immediate and simple apprehension of an individual in so 
far as it is present and existing, and, as such, the first act of the intellect is opposed to the 
second or abstractive act of the intellect which reaches the object in its essence. […] This 
second act of the intellect gives us knowledge of the essence of an object considered in 
abstraction from existence, whereas the former act gives us knowledge of an object as exis-
tent and actually present. (Almeder 1973, 4–5)

Talk of priority can engender confusions, so I want to reiterate that, in ordinary 
lived experience, the token comes first. It is only afterward that prescissive thought 
can decide to disregard what gives a token its contrast/outline. Hence, the simple 
qualities countenanced by Peircean philosophy of signs “are the artificial product of 
a highly sophisticated analysis, and not genuine existents revealed to ordinary, 
everyday scrutiny” (Goudge 1935, 536). So, it becomes a fallacy of sorts to take a 
doctored product of our thinking to be a discovered fact independent of that inter-
vention. This, on my diagnosis, is the root cause of the “hard problem” of 
consciousness.
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Peirce was a student of history. But, in its aspiration to reinvent all wheels, 
twentieth- century philosophy butchered his type/token/tone distinction, because it 
could not recognize that distinction’s pre-modern rationale. Indeed, the vocabulary 
of the parties to the present controversy over qualia and Peirce’s triadic vocabulary 
do not easily match up. A crucial question for the former debate is: should we quan-
tify over qualia? Nagel, Block, and Chalmers think that we should; whereas Dennett, 
Churchland, and others think that we should not. Yet, if most of our philosophical 
theories have until now been unable to adequately fathom the qualitative dimension 
of conscious life without running into all sorts of implausible consequences, per-
haps this is because those theories have been trying to capture that object of study 
with dichotomies ill-suited to the task. This, at any rate, is the hypothesis I would 
now like to explore.
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Chapter 3
Using Prescission and the Type/Token/Tone 
Distinction

Abstract In the previous chapter, I argued that Peirce was on the right track when 
he approached the mind from a semiotic perspective. Having offered a primer on 
semiotics, I now want to use some of those helpful resources. Ned Block distin-
guishes access-consciousness and phenomenal-consciousness. Convinced that his 
distinction is a real one, Block posits a module in the brain responsible for phenom-
enal experiences. However, I argue that we can make better sense of Block’s distinc-
tion if we regard it as a prescissive one. In order to clarify this stance, I examine 
experiments conducted by George Sperling. Sperling designed tasks that let test 
subjects access visual experiences that they previously could not act upon. Block 
thinks that Sperling’s results vindicate his claims, but strictly speaking Sperling’s 
experiments tracked only access-consciousness. I thus conclude that, to establish 
that phenomenal experiences were present prior to being accessed, we must prescis-
sively suppose the subjects’ tasks absent.

3.1  Block’s Real Separation of Phenomenon and Access

Those who think conscious life has a qualitative dimension usually gloss the situa-
tion in the following terms: there are token brain states on one side, there are token 
qualitative states on another side, and this results in a gap (Farrell 1950; Levine 
1983). Early theorists like U. T. Place (1956) assumed that the sides in want of a 
union should be grouped into types. When Donald Davidson (1970) explicitly 
focused on tokens instead of types, philosophers were given a new option. Jerry 
Fodor (1974, 100) was one of the first to use the type/token distinction to describe 
this new position in philosophy of mind. In his first critique of the functionalist 
program, Ned Block (1978, 261) followed Fodor and took the type/token distinction 
for granted.

The type/token distinction has since become the unquestioned starting point for 
work in philosophy of mind (see for example Gozzano and Hill 2015, 1). Given the 
historical omission I outlined in Chap. 2, the idea of tone—construed as something 
irreducible to tokens or types—simply never comes up. I want to use this missing 
notion to open up an overlooked stance.
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The philosopher of mind working with a dichotomous palette of types and tokens 
is forced to conclude that if phenomenal qualities are real enough to be discerned, 
they must exist as something genuinely distinct. Block (1995a), for example, urges 
philosophers of mind to countenance a qualitative “phenomenal-consciousness” 
which exists apart from a functional “access-consciousness.” Of course, once this 
much has been granted, the need to relate the disparate sides (with “bridge laws,” 
“neural correlates,” and the like) surfaces with particular inevitability. Peirce’s com-
plete type/token/tone distinction allows one to bypass this. If it is true that “we find 
in Peirce no traditional philosophical arrangement that creates a mind-body prob-
lem” (Pietarinen 2006, 76), then we can use Peircean ideas to recuperate in a more 
plausible way the intuitions that Block appeals to.

Here is how Block motivates his distinction. The psychology literature often 
describes cases where a person is missing one or more of the aspect(s) and/or 
faculty(ies) we typically expect consciousness to have. The stock assumption is that 
understanding these abnormal cases can better our understanding of consciousness 
in its normal state. John Searle (1992, 107–108), for instance, argues that if epilep-
tics in the grip of a seizure do not display any flexibility and creativity in their 
behaviour, then we can conclude that flexibility and creativity are important traits of 
consciousness. Block contends that “[a]lthough some variants of this sort of reason-
ing have some merit, they are often given more weight than they deserve, because 
of a persistent fallacy involving a conflation of two very different concepts of con-
sciousness” (Block 1995a, 228). In order to put an end to this conflation (or at least 
ensure that it no longer goes unnoticed), Block introduces a distinction.

Block calls the functional side of the mind “access-consciousness” and the quali-
tative side “phenomenal-consciousness.” Supposedly, there can be access without 
phenomenon (Block 1995a, 243–245) and phenomenon without access (ibid., 239–
243). Block thus inserts a “real” distinction (in Scotus’ sense). If Block’s mutual- 
independence holds, then a missing functional response is not sufficient grounds to 
infer that a phenomenal aspect is also missing. Likewise, enjoying a phenomenal 
experience is not sufficient grounds to infer that the experience in question is being 
cognitively accessed. I do not endorse Block’s mutual-independence, but since it 
gets many things right, it can act as a useful foil.

Let us consider the first situation, where agents presumably process information 
without actually enjoying any phenomenality. Block believes that there is support 
for this in the case of “blindsighted” persons. People who are blindsighted report 
being blind, yet they have reliable functional responses to stimuli when pressed to 
venture an answer (see Bornstein and Pittman 1992; Milner and Rugg 1992; Nelkin 
1996). Referring to the information-processing model developed by Daniel Schacter 
(1989), Block (1995a, 229) suggests that these generally correct judgements (about 
unseen things) are made possible because the patients somehow bypass a hypotheti-
cal “phenomenal-consciousness module” and proceed straight to the executive sys-
tem whose end-product is overt behaviour (e.g., decisions, actions, and utterances). 
That, as it stands, is a provocative suggestion. As Chalmers explains, “Block’s idea 
suggests an implausible epiphenomenalism within the information-processing story. 
Indeed, if the module has no effect on other processes, then we could lesion it with 
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no external change (same reports, even), and no empirical evidence could support 
the hypothesis” (1997, 149). As if this wasn’t inflammatory enough, Block enjoins 
us to fathom a “super-blindsighted” person who would declare that “Now I know 
that there is a horizontal line in my blind field even though I don’t actually see it” 
and for whom visual information “simply pops into his thoughts in the way that 
solutions to problems we’ve been worrying about pop into our thoughts” (1995a, 
233).

Something is wrong here. Blindsighted persons are supposed to be a) able to see, 
in the sense of being capable of having the proper responses to visual stimuli put 
before them; and b) unable to see, in the sense that there is nothing “it is like” for 
them to perform (a). For that conjunction as a whole to obtain, one has to determine 
whether both conjuncts obtain. Yet, when we go back to the original clinical obser-
vations, we find that the only way (b) is ascertained is by asking the patients if they 
experience anything during the relevant acts, to which they answer in the negative. 
Unlike everywhere else in psychology, the introspective reports of blindsight 
patients get a free pass.

For example, a patient (called G. Y.) reported that his visual experiences were 
“like black on black.” Black on black is not nothing—it even suggests a dim outline. 
Professional phenomenologists have rightly warned that untrained introspection 
produces skewed results (Zahavi 2007, 27–32). Despite this, researchers preferred 
to credit the patient with a complete lack of phenomenal content. Their only reason 
was that the patient “still insists that the use of visual terms is for lack of a better 
alternative because in fact he does not see the stimulus” (Stoerig and Cowey 1997, 
554–555). All that underwrites the “in fact” is the patient’s insistence. In another 
case, a patient (called D. B.) was asked whether a stick was horizontal or vertical. 
Following a forced-choice guessing paradigm, this patient was informed that he 
scored above chance and was asked: “Did you know how well you had done?” to 
which he replied “I didn’t—because I couldn’t see a darn thing” (exchange quoted 
in Weiskrantz 1986, 24). This informal conversation was deemed sufficient to estab-
lish that the subject’s experiential lights were off. One wonders to what extent the 
follow-up query alleviated the methodological challenge at hand: “‘So you really 
did not know you were getting them right?’ ‘No,’ he replied, still with something of 
an air of incredulity” (Weiskrantz 1986, 24; emphasis added).

Discussing the alleged blindness of a patient who can spatially track any X 
shown to it, Block writes: “Temporarily taking his word for it, I am assuming that 
he has no P-consciousness of the X” (1995a, 233). It is unclear, though, whether 
Block’s temporary assumption is ever replaced by anything more tangible. After all, 
success at tracking tasks suggests sight, not blindness. So, the only thing leading 
researchers to posit blindness is an introspective report, nothing more. Well, if sim-
ply taking a person’s claims at face value is all there is to establishing the absence 
or presence of qualia, then I too can insist with great vigour that all is dark inside. If 
a researcher is prepared to record my statements, I could parallel park a car and we 
could publish those revolutionary findings. So, either blindsight is legitimate and 
the hard problem is not, or the hard problem is legitimate and blindsight is not.

3.1 Block’s Real Separation of Phenomenon and Access
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Now, it has been suggested by Block (1995a, 233) that “blindsight” can also 
occur in monkeys. However, because a monkey cannot verbalize what it experi-
ences, it is even more questionable to ascribe “blindsight” to such an animal. If an 
animal bumps into things, its failure to perform regular motor functions in response 
to visual inputs can be a solid indicator of blindness. The problem, though, is that 
the monkeys in question don’t bump into things (see Stoerig and Cowey 1997, 549). 
In fact, “blindsighted” creatures (human or monkey) are supposed to function quite 
well. Therefore, to describe them as blind is to abandon the simplest explanation.

It is not as if other explanations are unavailable. In primates, stimulation of the 
eyes triggers optic nerves that then activate a portion in the back of the brain called 
the striate cortex. Researchers thus reason that a monkey lacking a striate cortex is 
a blind monkey. This seems like a plausible inference. Yet, in reality, total eradica-
tion of a given brain region is very difficult to achieve. “For example, there might be 
diffusion of light within the eye so that some of it spreads into the intact field and 
provides a kind of subtle cue about the presence of a visual event” (Weiskrantz 
1986, 11). Philosophers of mind eager to get mileage out of such cases might want 
to gloss over the fact that, in the most famous case (the monkey Helen), “almost the 
entire visual cortex of the monkey’s brain” (Humphrey 1992, 88; emphasis added) 
was surgically removed, but the question of residual tissue matters. By analogy, 
philosophers of biology would hardly declare kidneys unnecessary solely on 
account that, once, a patient had almost all of her kidney tissue removed yet still 
managed to filter some blood.

Even if we were to assume for the sake of argument that complete removal of a 
monkey’s striate cortex has been histologically verified, our sense of amazement 
would stem from a contrast. If we believe that the striate cortex is needed for vision, 
we will understandably be surprised when the relevant input-output functions sur-
vive its removal. Monkey “blindsight” thus trades on sustaining a joint endorsement 
of two contradictory claims, namely that “Cortical activation is needed for vision” 
and “Cortical activation is not needed for vision.” Which is it? If a brain region is 
considered necessary for the performance of a function, and that function is shown 
to occur even in the absence of the brain region, then the brain region can no longer 
be considered necessary for the performance of the function in question. The situa-
tion is analogous to removing a cornerstone crucial to holding a building erect and 
then finding out that the building does not collapse. We could either say that 1) the 
building can mysteriously stand in spite of the cornerstone’s absence, or we could 
say that 2) the stone was not a cornerstone after all. Clearly, option (2), which says 
that it was not a cornerstone, is the best explanation.

Lawrence Weiskrantz, the neuroscientist who coined the term “blind + sight,” 
remarks that his oxymoron quickly caught on (1986, v). In philosophy of mind, 
enthusiasm for these cases has been fueled in part by their resemblance to “zom-
bies,” those hypothetical creatures that perform all humans can without enjoying 
any of the qualitative experiences (Kirk 1974; Kirk 2005; Chalmers 1996, 94–105). 
To his credit, Block (1995a, 233) prudently states that he “doesn’t know whether 
there are any actual cases of A-consciousness without P-consciousness.” Owen 
Flanagan, however, believes that “the case of blindsight shows its actuality” (1992, 
149). As we have just seen, there are good reasons to doubt such a claim.
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Block’s mutual-independence of access and phenomenon entails another possi-
bility that is more plausible—as in the case of a busy person who “hears” but does 
not “notice” the loud drilling noise that has been present near her during an engag-
ing conversation (Block 1995a, 234). In terms of Schacter’s model, this would mean 
that the hypothetical phenomenal consciousness module would be activated yet 
have no repercussion on an executive system that could trigger reactionary behav-
ioural outputs, like covering one’s ears, moving the conversation to another loca-
tion, or uttering “Wow, that noise is really bothersome.” Note, however, that “access” 
in Block’s sense does not have to manifest itself as a verbal report. “Reportability is 
a legacy of behaviorism that is less interesting than it has seemed. The more inter-
esting issue in the vicinity is not the relation between the phenomenal and the 
reportable, but rather the relation between the phenomenal and the cognitively 
accessible” (Block 2007, 484). So, presumably, one could have access and still not 
be able to express this in any overt act of communication. Hence, “if Block is right, 
then there is not only a large part of our mental life that is inaccessible to us, namely 
the unconscious part; in addition, even a large part of our conscious mental life will 
then be inaccessible to us, since he argues that there are phenomenal yet inaccessi-
ble experiences” (Schlicht 2012, 310).

It is usually sound methodology to think that, if a posited object does not mani-
fest itself in any overt way, the object in question does not in fact exist. Cryptozoology 
notwithstanding, a rare beast cannot be so rare that no one ever witnesses it. This, 
however, is the (purportedly hasty) reasoning that Block seeks to assail. Although 
one typically determines the absence of an aspect and/or faculty of consciousness 
by way of a contrast with its manifest presence in healthy persons, Block claims that 
such a move is inconclusive, since it does not fully exclude the possibility that the 
aspect and/or faculty in question might still lurk in an afflicted patient’s mind. In 
fact, Block (1992) has explicitly accused functionalists of begging the question 
against phenomenal-consciousness (for a discussion of Block’s stance, see Tye 
1996, 291–295).

Exasperated by the elusive nature of these arguments, Daniel Dennett (1988) has 
claimed that talk of qualia is just a massive social delusion. We may all agree about 
what we are talking about, but there may be nothing more to this than our agree-
ment. Block, by contrast, thinks that “it is obvious that P-consciousness is not a 
cultural construction” (1995a, 238; see also Block 1999). Although Block’s distinc-
tion is still debated, most would agree with Chalmers that, at the very least, “[t]here 
is clearly a conceptual distinction here” (1997, 148). The question, then, is how best 
to handle this “conceptual” distinction. Addressing this, Güven Güzeldere writes:

[C]ould it be that the particular way Block’s distinction carves out phenomenal conscious-
ness, separating it completely from its causal and functional aspects in accord with the 
“segregationist intuition,” renders its investigation by means of scientific methods theoreti-
cally impossible? Put differently, could we be painting ourselves into a corner by a concep-
tual commitment to Block’s distinction such that we end up with a number of straightforward 
problems about A-consciousness and a conjured-up “hard problem” of P-consciousness 
that in principle admits no solution? (Güzeldere 1997, 29)
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Since too strong a reading of Block’s distinction risks “segregating” the mind’s 
qualitative dimension, I want to call on a conceptual distinction that is explicitly less 
than real yet more than nominal.

3.2  Prescission in Theory

The idea of representation figures prominently in philosophy of mind and the cogni-
tive sciences, but there is a growing sense that it cannot do all the work we want it 
to. As Denise Gamble writes, “[a]n ontology of representations is a powerful tool 
for explaining some types of content. But not every internal stimulation or activa-
tion in mentality need be a representation. Is there no other conceptual framework 
for understanding phenomenology?” (1997, 150). There is indeed.

One of the central tenets of Peircean semiotics is that the very idea of representa-
tion, carefully unpacked, presupposes a three-place relation that cannot be sun-
dered; that is, one which cannot be reduced to the dyadic or the monadic on pain of 
no longer representing (see Peirce 1998, 411). This does not, however, mean that 
qualia are representational. Semiotics does not say that a quale represents, but rather 
that representation involves a quale—there is no reciprocity (i.e., no monad is a 
triad).

Some (e.g., Colapietro 1989, 18) think that the term “representation” has suf-
fered too much harm at the hands of sceptically-minded philosophers, but I am not 
prepared to give it up. Representations, from a semiotic point of view, are not a 
special class of objects such that certain (typically mental) things inherently have to 
represent while others can never do so. Much the opposite: the tone emphatically 
does not have to be the ground upon which interpretation pole-vaults to an object. If 
and when a tone has enabled semiosis (by being an icon), then there is no question 
of denying its all-important service. But, the whole point of prescission is that we 
can recognize quality as an ordinal First in such a relation, thereby incorporating 
into our theoretical picture the idea that a tone can stand for something else but need 
not do so. Thus, despite the unbreakable triadic bond which characterizes any rep-
resentation, whatever is burdened with the logical duty of standing for something 
else—no matter what it may consist in—can be prescinded in such a way as to dis-
regard its employment in that capacity.

This means that, following Block (1995b, 33–34), orgasms don’t have to be 
“about” anything. But it also means that if one is led to infer from this “that some-
thing very pleasing is happening down there” (Tye 1995, 269), then, to that extent, 
the orgasm is acting as a sign (in this case, an index). From a semiotic standpoint, 
however, there is nothing about bodily feelings or sensations that make them more 
apt to serve as bearers of meaning, nor is there anything that bars a particular class 
from doing so. Block’s talk of “mental paint” (1995b, 27–29; 2003), though couched 
in a mentalistic idiom, comes very close to the notion of tone. Even so, Block’s 
proposal is less desirable because it implies (by its very name) that the issue of 
whether something is or is not a vehicle of representation—of whether it stands for 
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something else to something—can somehow be answered by studying the nature of 
the candidate in question. According to the view I recommend, that is a misguided 
endeavour:

[T]he being of the sign is the triadic relation itself, not the elements related or structured 
according to their respective roles [...]. The representative element within this triadic struc-
ture, which we loosely call a “sign,” “in itself” is not a sign at all, but one of the three ele-
ments necessary to the being of a sign, one of the three legs on which the sign walks in 
working its way through the world, and, indeed, the “foremost” leg, insofar as it is the leg 
which takes the direct representative step in carrying a semiosis. (Deely 2005, 176, 178)

Block states that he does “not want to claim that there are non-representational 
phenomenal features of every experience or that when there are, these non- 
representational features form support [for] the representational features in the man-
ner of a ‘base’” (1995b, 28). That is exactly what Peircean semiotics claims, the 
tone being the ultimate ground one can reach. Having said this, one must keep in 
mind that “[w]hat is sign-vehicle one time can be significate [i.e., object] another 
time; and what is interpretant one time can be sign-vehicle the next time; and so on, 
in an unending spiral […]” (Deely 2005, 178).

We cannot extract a quale and put it in a test-tube like we would a sample of red 
blood. We can certainly stare at the colour of blood, but considering that red tone 
apart from the token liquid requires a prescissive separation that no machine can 
(and will ever) provide. Prescission is “the act which our mind does when it sepa-
rates by means of thought things that are in point of fact inseparable” (Foulquié and 
Saint-Jean 1962, 562; my translation). Block, in contrast, suggests that the fact that 
we can conceive of a quality not accessed in any overt state of consciousness is 
evidence that a distinct phenomenal-consciousness module truly exists. Here is how 
he describes qualia:

[W]e have P-conscious states when we see, hear, smell, taste, and have pains […]. Here is 
another reason to believe in P-consciousness without A-consciousness: Suppose that you 
are engaged in intense conversation when suddenly at noon you realize that right outside 
your window, there is—and has been for some time—a pneumatic drill digging up the 
street. You were aware of the noise all along, one might say, but only at noon are you con-
sciously aware of it. That is, you were P-conscious of the noise all along, but at noon you 
are both P-conscious and A-conscious of it […]. Only at noon is the content of your repre-
sentation of the drill poised for use in rational control of action and speech [...]. The exam-
ple shows the conceptual distinctness of P-consciousness from A-consciousness and it also 
puts the burden of proof on anyone who would argue that as a matter of empirical fact they 
come to the same thing. (Block 1997, 380, 386–387; in the original 1995 article, Block 
speaks of a “deafening” drill)

Stripped to its essentials, Block’s argument can be summarized as follows: 1) 
Phenomenal-consciousness is conceivable without access-consciousness (i.e., the 
passage above). 2) Access-consciousness is conceivable without phenomenal- 
consciousness (i.e., the projected case of “super-blindsight”). Therefore: 3) We are 
entitled to distinguish phenomenal-consciousness from access-consciousness. The 
theorist working with the incomplete type/token distinction needs both premises to 
proceed to the conclusion—which is then glossed as proof that qualia exist as 
tokens. Indeed, Block has made his ontological commitments in this regard crystal 
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clear: “Whether we use ‘consciousness’ or ‘phenomenal consciousness,’ ‘aware-
ness’ or ‘access-consciousness,’ the point is that there are two different concepts of 
the phenomenon or phenomena of interest. We have to acknowledge the possibility 
in principle that these two concepts pick out different phenomena. Two vs. one: that 
is not a verbal issue” (2000, 133; emphasis added).

If we heed the insight that triadic relations can be decomposed without their 
involving a multiplicity of distinct objects, we can proceed straight to the conclu-
sion after the first premise. Compare Block’s remarks with the following passage by 
Peirce:

Among phanerons [Peirce’s name for phenomena] there are certain qualities of feeling, 
such as the color of magenta, the odor of attar, the sound of a railway whistle, the taste of 
quinine […] I do not mean the sense of actually experiencing these feelings, whether pri-
marily or in any memory or imagination. That is something that involves these qualities as 
an element of it. But I mean the qualities themselves which, in themselves, are mere may- 
bes, not necessarily realized […]. A quality of feeling can be imagined to be without any 
occurrence, as it seems to me. Its mere may-being gets along without any realization at all. 
[…] I suppose you will tell me that no such thing could be alone in the universe […]. But I 
point out to you that these things are only known to us by extraneous experience; none of 
them are either seen in the color, heard in the sound, or felt in the visceral sensation. 
Consequently, there can be no logical difficulty in supposing them to be absent, and for my 
part, I encounter not the slightest psychological difficulty in doing so, either. (Peirce 1931–
58, 1.304–305; emphasis added)

The similarity between Block’s illustrations and Peirce’s analysis is striking. 
With these two accounts now in plain sight, would it not be preferable to keep intact 
their common contention that a legitimate distinction is at play—while recognizing 
that it owes to our ability to “peel off” occurrences and glance in an abstract fashion 
at the qualities they presuppose? As I said in Chap. 2, my account of consciousness 
accepts a dual commitment but rejects a non-overlap. This lets one buy into Block’s 
distinction without endorsing his claim of mutual independence.

The debt to Duns Scotus is apparent: existential inseparability indeed does not 
entail identity in definition. Of course, Scotus and Peirce were not the only philoso-
phers to have grasped this. As Joseph Levine writes in discussing the problematic 
entanglements that accompany arguments for qualia: “One cannot infer from a vari-
ety of modes of access to a variety of facts being accessed” (1997, 546). Likewise, 
“[t]he identity theorist can admit a duality, or even a plurality, of different types of 
knowledge without thereby committing himself to a duality of types of things 
known” (Churchland 1988, 34). The fact that we can prescind a tone from a token is 
not a sufficient reason to think that a tone exists apart from its functional role(s). 
Semiotic theory can thus lend support to Block’s insightful but embattled 
suggestions.

Prescission teaches us that underneath all the hubbub of thought, discourse, and 
that general “action of signs” which Peirce called semiosis, there is the tone: a 
monadic dimension that has the power to be the qualitative vehicle of representation 
but which in virtue of its ordinal primacy remains serenely ignorant of whether it is 
actually employed in so raucous an activity (see Peirce 1931–58, 1.422–426). By 
refusing to reify the features it prescinds, such an approach allows us to respect the 

3 Using Prescission and the Type/Token/Tone Distinction



39

distinct character of phenomenal experience without turning it into a chimera. It is 
not that access-consciousness and phenomenal-consciousness are tokens of differ-
ent types; rather, the latter is the tone of the former’s tokens.

This key claim (which cannot be expressed using the more limited vocabulary of 
types and tokens) explains why “A-consciousness and P-consciousness are almost 
always present or absent together” (Block 1995a, 242). Given that tones are not 
themselves occurrences, the steadfast accompaniment in no way means that the 
qualities at hand somehow “supervene” on their corresponding tokens (Chalmers 
1996, 32–89; Kim 1990). Instead, the situation involves a species of subsumption.

Tim Bayne and David Chalmers write that “[t]he paradigm case of subsumption 
is the relation between a complex phenomenal state and a simpler state that is intui-
tively one of its ‘components’” (2003, 40). I agree. But, whereas Bayne and 
Chalmers describe subsumption as “a relation among token phenomenal states” 
(2003, 40), my account takes the subsumption to extend farther, since it regards any 
token as subsuming a tone. Despite Bayne’s endorsement of a mereological model 
(2010, 20–46), it never occurs to him to also sunder tokens. It can be done.

As we saw in Chap. 2, the type/token/tone distinction doesn’t just names things 
differently, it counts things differently. Adopting the original Peircean trichotomy 
thus reshapes the debates. Chalmers summarizes Block’s distinction in three points: 
“(1) one can imagine access without experience and vice versa; (2) access can be 
observed straightforwardly, whereas experience cannot; and, most important, (3) 
access consciousness seems clearly amenable to cognitive explanation, whereas 
phenomenal consciousness is quite perplexing in this regard” (Chalmers 1997, 
148). To layer a summary of my own, the outlook I advocate gives good grounds to 
be wary of the symmetrical “vice versa” of (1), agrees with the gist of (2), and mar-
shals semiotic tools which—when properly understood—allow (3) to appear less 
foreign from the standpoint of explicit understanding.

Centuries of semiotic inquiry have produced some hard-earned results which we 
can now distil to a handful of tenets (a store of achievements nicely summarized in 
the otherwise eclectic Nöth 1995, 79–80). Using the terminology employed by 
Armstrong (1989), philosophers of signs have learned that representations necessar-
ily have to be “layer-cakes” (and cannot be unitary “blobs”) on pain of no longer 
representing, and that this irreducible complexity in turn allows us to distinguish 
without extinguishing the constituents that make up a whole greater than its parts. 
Moreover—and this is of special importance to the “extended mind” conception in 
cognitive science (compare Clark and Chalmers 1998 with Skagestad 1999)—the 
previous holds true regardless of whether the triadic representation that pole-vaults 
on a qualitative vehicle to reach its object does so on the basis of a correlation that 
is subjective or objective, conventionally recognized or truly bound to its object.

Prescissive abstraction is a form of explanation that we can explain. Alluding to 
this subtle mode of distinction, Peirce wrote: “It may be noticed that, throughout 
this process, introspection is not resorted to. Nothing is assumed respecting the 
subjective elements of consciousness which cannot be securely inferred from the 
objective elements” (1992, 3–4; compare this with Heil 1988). The semiotic account 
of phenomenal qualia I have tendered would thus seem to meet the desideratum laid 
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down by Dennett, who encouragingly stressed that “[t]he third-person approach is 
not antithetical to, or eager to ignore, the subjective nuances of experience; it simply 
insists on anchoring those subjective nuances to something—anything, really—that 
can be detected and confirmed in replicable experiments” (2001, 231). Let me now 
show how this perfectly sensible demand can be met.

3.3  Prescission in Practice

Block (1995a, 234) thinks that if one hears a nearby drilling noise and only later 
comes to notice it, there is a sense in which one was aware of the noise all along. On 
this view, one’s phenomenal consciousness of the noise does not begin with one’s 
noticing it. It would, of course, be difficult to tell how long the noise went on in 
one’s head since, prior to becoming access-conscious, that qualitative experience 
was not involved in any detectable function(s). Were one to insist after the fact that 
one had heard it all along, one’s insistence would come too late. The contentious 
philosophic issue concerns what, if anything, one’s mental life was like apart from 
any explicit grasp.

Block crafts inventive thought-experiments to motivate his view, but he also calls 
on results obtained by the psychologist George Sperling. Sperling presented sub-
jects with visual displays lasting 50 ms. The stimulus materials used by Sperling 
(1960, 3) typically included letters arranged into rows:

TDR
SRN
FZR

Subjects were presented with a blank screen immediately afterward. They were then 
asked how many letters they could identify (in the event of ignorance, subjects were 
instructed to venture a guess, so they always provided complete answers). Under 
these conditions, results showed a discrepancy between what subjects said they saw 
and what subjects could prove they saw. While subjects reported having seen all the 
letters, they could identify only a subset (usually a third or less) of these. Even so, 
subjects insisted on having been conscious, however briefly, of the whole visual 
display.

One quick explanation of this discrepancy between function and phenomenon is 
that subjects are simply confabulating when they report seeing all the letters. Recent 
experiments conducted by De Gardelle and his colleagues (2009) show that subjects 
will believe that letters were present in a display even when pseudo-letters are used. 
However, the question that interests me is whether, when genuine letters are used, 
subjects really did see them all—in spite of their inability to tangibly prove this. 
Block believes “that although one can distinctly see all or almost all of the 9–12 
objects in an array, the processes that allow one to conceptualize and identify the 
specific shapes are limited by the capacity of ‘working memory,’ allowing reports of 
only about 4 of them” (2007, 487). Block’s interpretation is controversial, because 
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it states that subjects saw “all or almost all” the items shown, and moreover saw 
them “distinctly.”

Commenting on Block’s interpretation, David Papineau (2007, 521) thinks it is 
more parsimonious to see Sperling’s results as motivating a distinction between an 
indistinct “scene” phenomenology and a more distinct “item” phenomenology. 
Presumably, only some items in an experienced scene receive cognitive attention. 
Indeed,

Consciousness is the subject of many metaphors, and one of the most hardy perennials 
compares consciousness to a spotlight, illuminating certain mental goings-on, while leav-
ing others to do their work in the dark. One way of elaborating the spotlight metaphor is 
this: mental events are loaded on to one end of a conveyer belt by the senses, and move with 
the belt—perhaps changing as they go—towards a fixed circle of light, which does not 
completely cover the width of the belt. Some mental goings-on fail to pass through the 
illumination, in which case they never become conscious. But others are illuminated, and 
thereby enter one’s consciousness. Beyond the spotlight, at the other end of the conveyer 
belt, lies the filing cabinet of memory, into which some of the more garish or lurid of the 
belt’s contents fall. (Byrne 1997, 103)

This metaphor informs a lot of work in neuroscience (see Crick 1993, 62). 
Looking at this generic picture of the mind, one might ask: what is the point of (or 
warrant for) countenancing unlit portions? Essentially, what Block is saying is that 
the portions that do not receive the spotlight of attention are nevertheless, in their 
own way, distinctly present to consciousness. At first blush, Block’s stance seems 
unverifiable.

In keeping with Peirce’s pragmatist maxim (1992, 132), I accept that, if “the 
object of our conception” does not “conceivably have practical bearings,” then we 
have no basis to credit our concept with having an object. Or, to put that maxim in 
terms that speak directly to the current worries about consciousness: “Every form of 
thinking must betray itself in some form of expression or go undiscovered” (Peirce 
1998, 18). The phenomenal-consciousness espoused by Block seems to violate this 
maxim, since it could never be detected. Yet, on reflection, I do not think Block’s 
view necessarily fails to meet the demand for tangible effects. If we read the Peircean 
maxim carefully, it requires only that an object “conceivably” have practical bear-
ings. So, unlike Jesse Prinz, who holds that “[a]vailability is not mere disposition” 
(2012, 105), I am willing to admit un-accessed contents, provided they support a 
power to be acted upon. Unnoticed drilling noises are thus admissible because, 
eventually, they are noticed.

Interestingly, by altering his initial experimental design, Sperling provided evi-
dence that supports Block’s claims:

Sperling’s clever idea was to test whether people really did see all or almost all of the char-
acters and whether the phenomenology persists after the stimulus was turned off by playing 
a tone soon after the array was replaced by a blank. Subjects were to report the top row if 
the tone was high, the bottom row if the tone was low, and the middle row in case of an 
intermediate tone. The result was that subjects could report all or almost all the characters 
in any given row. (Block 2007, 487)
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In the first round of tests, subjects had a bunch of letters flashed before them but 
performed poorly when asked to identify the items that they glimpsed. However, in 
a second round of testing, subjects were shown the same number of letters but were 
also given an auditory “retro-cue” that directed their mental focus to a given row. 
This allowed them to perform much better at the identification tasks. In both ver-
sions of the test, subjects reported seeing the whole visual display. However, it 
clearly became less risky (and even justified) to believe those introspective reports 
once the subjects made good on their claims in a practical way.

Subjects in Sperling’s experiment were presented with a blank screen immedi-
ately after being shown the flashed image. Because the chemistry and physics of 
vision allow information to be available for longer than the strict emission of pho-
tons off a screen, impingement on sense organs can give rise to signs that persist 
once the causal exposure proper has ended. Block (2007, 487) quotes William 
James’ Principles of Psychology on this lag time: “If we open our eyes instanta-
neously upon a scene, and then shroud them in complete darkness, it will be as if we 
saw the scene in ghostly light throught [sic] the dark screen” (James 2007, 645). 
Sperling readily granted the presence of such phenomenological afterimages. In his 
view, “[t]he question is not whether the observer continues to see the stimulus after 
the illumination is turned off, but for how long he continues to see the stimulus” 
(Sperling 1960, 20). Admittedly, a 50 ms stimulus does not last very long. Still, to 
the extent that an afterimage qualifies as an image, it can manifest enough determi-
nacy to permit subsequent interpretations, enabling us to “read off details in it which 
were unnoticed whilst the eyes were open” (James 2007, 645).

The afterimage (partially) resembles the image initially flashed, so it counts as an 
iconic sign of that image. I will introduce iconicity more fully in the next chapter. 
For now, we need only point out that iconicity is at work in signs like diagrams. 
Diagrams are signs “which represent the relations […] of the parts of one thing by 
analogous relations in their own parts” (Peirce 1998, 273). For example, four suit-
ably placed bottles of ketchup can show where four world leaders were sitting at a 
table (without suggesting that those leaders look like ketchup bottles). The grid of 
letters used by Sperling manifested such a diagrammatic organization. Given that 
there are fewer rows (or columns) than there are letters, the format allows informa-
tion to be “chunked” (see Champagne 2016, 32–33) in a way that reduces one’s 
cognitive and mnemonic load. This is why auditory cues were able to direct atten-
tion more efficiently. Importantly, these cognitive and mnemonic benefits occur 
regardless of whether one is looking at some “internal” mental image or some 
“external” worldly image. As Sperling nicely put it: “It is as logical or illogical to 
compute the information contained in a visual image […] as it is to compute the 
information in a visual stimulus” (1960, 21). Following Max Coltheart (1980, 184), 
Block urges us to distinguish between “neural,” “phenomenological,” and “informa-
tional” persistence. However, the shared quality that we find in iconicity skewers all 
these levels.

The expression “iconic memory” was introduced by Ulric Neisser (1967, 20) in 
the same book that coined the expression “cognitive psychology.” However, neither 
Neisser nor his colleagues fully explored what is implied by this idea of storing and 
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accessing information using an image-like quality. Philosophy of signs, which 
makes that exploration its chief business, recognizes icons as qualities that can be 
interpreted but do not have to be. This is exactly what Block needs, insofar as 
“Sperling’s study firmly establishes that unreported letters could have been reported” 
(Prinz 2012, 103). I therefore believe that Block is depriving himself of powerful 
explanatory resources when he rejects the idea that “a ‘visual icon’ persists after the 
stimulus is turned off” (Block 2007, 487).

Block thinks that Sperling experimentally proved what his story about a drilling 
noise could only adumbrate. Strictly speaking, though, Sperling did no such thing. 
All that the subjects’ correct performances can establish pertains to access- 
consciousness. Indeed, on the terms Block has set, the choice seems to be this: 
silently enjoy an experience—or report it and no longer deal with the phenomenal 
side of consciousness. This may seem like an unpalatable disjunction, but it follows 
directly from Block’s (1995a) phenomenality/accessibility distinction. Accordingly, 
any inquiry into consciousness that manages to render that object of study tractable 
by some articulate method of detection risks being charged with avoiding the quali-
tative dimension of conscious experience.

Josh Weisberg notes that, in ordinary philosophical conversations, “‘phenomenal 
consciousness’ just means ‘experience.’ Many people have embraced this sense of 
the term and use it to roughly pick out conscious experience involving sensory qual-
ity” (2011, 438). In this “moderate” gloss, states besides a quality itself are allowed 
to enter the picture. By contrast, in what Weisberg calls the “zealous” gloss, the very 
presence of something besides the quality itself disqualifies the candidate from 
belonging to phenomenal consciousness. What-it’s-like thus becomes “a monadic 
property […] that a state has or lacks independently of its relations to other mental 
states” (Weisberg 2011, 439). Block’s p-consciousness is zealous. Hence, “any 
explanation of phenomenal consciousness in exclusively cognitive, intentional or 
functional terms will fail to capture, without remainder, what is really distinctive 
about phenomenal consciousness” (Weisberg 2011, 438). On those terms, tamper-
ing with the data is inevitable. In an effort to sidestep this methodological challenge, 
Block has recently weakened his stance. Instead of saying, as he once did (Block 
2007, 487), that phenomenal consciousness overflows accessibility, he now prefers 
to say that phenomenal consciousness overflows access. Looking at the Sperling 
experiments, his revised view “does not claim that any of the items in the array are 
cognitively inaccessible, but rather that necessarily most are unaccessed” (Block 
2011, 567).

While a strategic shift from the “inaccessible” to the “unaccessed” blunts the 
force of many critics (like Cohen and Dennett 2011) who “think that a vote for 
overflow is a vote for inaccessible consciousness” (Block 2011, 574), I do not think 
a weakening of access succeeds in sidestepping the difficulties at hand. Block moti-
vates his revised stance with an analogy: while only one lottery ticket wins, “this 
does not show that for any particular contestant the lottery is unwinnable” (Block 
2011, 567). This point is well taken: an “unwon” ticket is not an “unwinnable” 
ticket. In fact, so long as a ticket could have won, the view espoused by Block con-
nects well with the Peircean stance I want to defend. There is, however, an impor-
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tant disanalogy. Sticking with the lottery comparison, scientific observations work 
only with (and establish the existence of) winning tickets. Failure to be manifested 
in access thus makes an experiential ascription superfluous.

When a row-specific retrieval aid was added to Sperling’s experimental design, 
subjects were able to access the previously unused portions of their visual experi-
ences, thereby lending credence to their initial claim about having seen the whole 
scene. Of course, once third-person tasks corroborate first-person reports, it is easy 
to make confident pronouncements about what subjects were conscious of. Yet, 
what Block ostensibly fails to notice is that the very performances which made the 
second Sperling results interesting have to be supposed absent if they are to speak 
in an informative manner about what subjects experienced before they engaged in 
overt identifications. This makes the situation trickier. Block cannot open the fridge 
door and use that as evidence that the lights were on while the door was closed. I 
therefore argue that, if we want to follow Block and get philosophical mileage out 
of the Sperling results, we must employ prescission and suppose the tangible actions 
absent.

Prescission is what happens when, going against the facts, we suppose that some 
portion of a complex phenomenon is absent. This formal abstraction does not pre-
tend to actually separate anything. Still, if we cannot permit it, then the very ingenu-
ity which allows a cognitive scientist to study consciousness will always invite the 
retort that, “[s]ince any report relies on cognitive access, it cannot inform us about 
the presence of an inaccessible conscious representation” (Schlicht 2012, 319fn7). 
This is an abstract worry, and it can only be catered to by abstract means.

So, while many philosophers feel “a pressing need for a methodological approach 
that is capable of separating P[henomenal-consciousness] from A[ccess- 
consciousness] empirically” (Shea 2012, 308), I think that waiting for such an 
empirical separation is forlorn. It is pointless to try to wedge a “real” distinction 
between qualia and their practical effects. Indeed, “[t]here is a simple and funda-
mental reason why all attempts to get at the ‘raw data’ of experience fail: introspec-
tive evidence always arrives already interpreted” (Jack and Shallice 2001, 177). 
This observation accords with the Peircean semiotic claim that all intelligible cogni-
tions are cloaked in a layer of Thirdness. As a result, there is simply no way to test 
what a pre-accessed state is like.

Even so, I believe that prescission can let us indirectly make sense of this idea. 
Let me therefore revisit Sperling’s experiment and give it a new twist. My modified 
version will have three steps. The first step consists in looking at the same stimulus 
of letters that Sperling used. Sperling was more concerned with memory than I am, 
so in contrast with a 50 msec flash, my “slow-motion” version gives one ample time 
to view the display. The only directive one must abide by is to not act on what one 
experiences. One is instructed to stay still, like a Beefeater on duty.

I take it that, already, a subject following these instructions will have changed as 
a result of her causal exposure to the image. It may be possible not to act, but it is 
hardly possible not to react. However, the philosophic quarry is not reflexes, but 
“what it is like” for one to undergo an experience. Is there even such a qualitative 
dimension? Perhaps we can track a subject’s involuntary eye movements (if any) to 
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find out, but it would take an abductive leap to let those minute indices speak to the 
experience of a qualitative state. Extra support seems in order.

Step two of my slow-motion experiment thus requires a subject to perform a 
simple identification task: one must look at the rows and name the letters that one 
sees. Alas, the moment the subject breaks her silence and immobility to act on what 
she experiences, she makes herself amenable to functional description. We are now 
recording her linguistic outputs, not the intrinsic character of her experience(s). 
Step two can detect only access-consciousness.

This is where the third step of my slow-motion experiment comes in. Step one 
required subjects to look at the display of letters, silently, without acting on their 
experience. Step two required subjects to prove their experience of the whole visual 
display by identifying the various items. I take it that, under my slow-motion condi-
tions, normal adults will have no trouble correctly naming all the letters. Having 
now identified all the letters, step three asks subjects to say in what order they 
named these items.

Note that, until we come to this third step, we have no evidence that subjects 
(privately or publically) represented their activity in step two, thinking to them-
selves “I am now reading from left to right.” Step three of my modified Sperling 
experiment thus stands in the same relationship to step two that step two stood to 
step one. Indeed, the choice of word order has the same status that the unexpressed 
quality had: it was something that could have been verbalized or acted upon but was 
not. So, by parity, I argue that, if we are going to say that the visual experiences 
needed the identifications of step two in order to count as conscious, then we also 
have to say that the identifications of step two needed the meta-identification of step 
three in order to count as conscious. Surely this consequence is absurd. Hence, by 
Modus Tollens, I conclude that the visual experiences were consciously present 
prior to their overt identification.

Clearly, from a methodological standpoint, “[i]t is difficult to know exactly what 
is going on in the phenomenology of the subject who is undergoing the Sperling 
experiment, before being asked about the contents of a row” (Bayne and Chalmers 
2003, 36). Block’s (2011) claim that perceptual consciousness overflows cognitive 
access can thus look implausible. Yet, to my mind, it would be equally implausible 
to maintain that our experiences (visual or otherwise) come into being only once 
they are accessed. Ernest Sosa explores the possibility that “[o]ne’s consciousness 
contains experiences that go unnoticed; unnoticed altogether, or at least unnoticed 
as experiences with an intrinsic, experiential character that they nevertheless do 
have” (2003, 276). I do not want to go that far. As I see it, a mental state must even-
tually leave some observable trace if we are ever to infer its presence. I thus have a 
lot of sympathy for the view that “a state’s being conscious consists in one’s being 
in some kind of higher-order mental state that represents that state” (Rosenthal 
2005, 4). In fact, I see no reason why this process could not be open-ended (see 
Champagne 2009, 562–563). Even so, I do not think it follows that, without the 
experience that comes after it, a given experience is nothing.

This section set out to find “something—anything, really—that can be detected 
and confirmed in replicable experiments” (Dennett 2001, 231). Block maintains that 
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Sperling achieved this. But, in order to maintain this, Block has to violate the very 
distinction that he charges others with overlooking. Retro-cue or not, identification 
tasks track access-consciousness, not phenomenal-consciousness. Yet, presumably, 
even if Sperling had not devised ingenious ways of verifying what subjects saw, it 
still would have been true that subjects experienced the whole array of letters. Using 
a prescissive supposition of absence, I have tried to show how we can make sense of 
such a non-accessed experience. Qualitative experience is always tied to action, but 
qualitative experience can be prescinded from action.

3.4  The Stream and Still Pools of Consciousness

Consciousness has long been remarked for its stream-like complexity, one thought 
leading to another. In some disciplines, that stream may be the minimal unit of study 
(Dewey 1896). Semiotic inquiry, however, is neither phenomenology nor psychol-
ogy, so no methodological constraint forbids the semiotician from adulterating this 
baseline of lived experience. In prescinding, we attend to some elements and delib-
erately neglect others (see Deledalle 2000, 5–6; Houser 2010, 95–96; Stjernfelt 
2007, 246–255). In order to reach a lone tone like, say, the smell of a striploin steak, 
a lot of connections need to be supposed absent—including the knowledge that a 
striploin steak is responsible for the smell. Thus, in a way, “qualia are like the 
Cheshire cat’s smile with the cat removed” (Fromm 2009, 261). But, as much as we 
might want to deride this removal, the fact is it can be done. It is incumbent upon us, 
then, to do justice to this unique (if admittedly bizarre) ability.

In reality, qualitative experiences are always caught up in actions, associations, 
significations, and recollections. William James was the first to describe this activity 
as a stream. But, the history of ideas seems to have forgotten that, in the same honest 
spirit, James also observed that,

Like a bird’s life, [the stream of our consciousness] seems to be made of an alternation of 
flights and perchings. The rhythm of language expresses this, where every thought is 
expressed in a sentence, and every sentence closed by a period. The resting-places are usu-
ally occupied by sensorial imaginations of some sort, whose peculiarity is that they can be 
held before the mind for an indefinite time, and contemplated without changing; the places 
of flight are filled with thoughts of relations, static or dynamic, that for the most part obtain 
between the matters contemplated in the periods of comparative rest. Let us call the resting- 
places the ‘substantive parts,’ and the places of flight the ‘transitive parts,’ of the stream of 
thought. It then appears that the main end of our thinking is at all times the attainment of 
some other substantive part than the one from which we have just been dislodged. 
(James 2007, 243; emphasis in original)

Peirce (1931–58, 8.89) considered this “one of the finest, if not the finest, pas-
sage” in James’ Principles of Psychology. I agree. In my modified Sperling test, we 
have a perching when we just stare at the letters, silently. The action of signs gets 
spurred into flight once we name the letters that we see. We return to a perching, 
though, when we just read them, without additionally noticing what that action feels 
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like. Flight resumes once we are instructed to notice and verbalize this feeling of 
reading.

Using the same terminology as James, David Rosenthal claims that “transitive 
consciousness can occur without intransitive state consciousness” (1997, 737). 
What Rosenthal says is true if it is analogous to the claim that one can drive on the 
freeway without stopping. However, I think that Rosenthal’s claim is false if it is 
taken to mean that one can drive without retaining the ability to stop. As John Locke 
put it, it is not “any more necessary for the soul always to think, than for the body 
always to move” (1825, 54).

Essentially, I am arguing that the claim “An experience must be accessed” is not 
so much wrong as incomplete. Acts of access also have a feel. So, to be accurate, we 
should instead say “An experience must be accessed in/by another experience.” This 
enlarged formulation is better, but it faces a regress that plays no part in our mental 
lives (Champagne 2009, 563). We can quickly halt this regress by switching from 
“must” to a modally weaker “can,” thereby obtaining: “An experience can be 
accessed in/by another experience.” This is the stance that I endorse. It captures 
well, I think, Peirce’s account of semiosis:

Peirce uniformly holds (1) that there is no such thing as a sign in isolation, every sign being 
a constituent of a sequential set of signs, so that apart from membership in this set, a thing 
has no meaning—or is not a sign; and (2) that in the sequential movement of signs thus 
ordered, the meaning of the earlier ones in the series is provided by or constituted by the 
later ones as their interpretants, until a conclusion (logical as a matter of course) is reached. 
Indeed, Peirce adheres so consistently to this view that he says, more than once, that signs, 
as such, form an infinite series, so that no conclusion of reasoning is forever final, being 
inherently open to having its meaning modified by further signs. (Dewey 1946, 88)

A request to name what one sees is a request to produce an interpretation. 
However, prescission allows us to suppose this interpretation absent. Doing so 
results in an experiential quality that plays no function. This quality could be con-
sidered “a nonsemiotic phenomenon, but to Peirce, it is nevertheless semiotic, since 
even if a sign refers only to itself it has the potential of producing an effect in a 
process of semiosis” (Nöth 2003, 14). Interpretation, however, is not incessant, so 
my account of consciousness is not a “process philosophy” (as in Williams 2016).

A subject presumably feels something when a visual stimulus is shown to her. 
Yet, in our quest to verify this, we forget that when a subject confirms what she saw 
(say, by correctly identifying it), she engages in an act which also has distinctive 
feel. We are, for the better part, unreflective creatures (Legg 2003). Whether or not 
one subsequently takes stock of what it feels like, there is clearly something “it is 
like” for one to read letters in the direction that one does. This qualitative character 
may become easier to scientifically track once it is accessed, but I have tried to show 
why it would be a mistake to make such access our philosophical starting point.

3.4 The Stream and Still Pools of Consciousness
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Chapter 4
Enlarging the Menu of Referential Options 
to Include Icons

Abstract In the previous chapter, I looked at why phenomenal-consciousness 
must, by definition, repel all experimental testing. In this chapter, I want to explore 
an important consequence of this, namely “the meaning objection.” This objection 
asks how a qualitative experience with no detectable effects could ever be referred 
to by words or gestures. Bertrand Russell rightly argued that, without knowledge by 
acquaintance, linguistic descriptions can cohere yet fail to refer to anything in the 
world. Because similarity does not turn on proximity, I argue that a Peirce-inspired 
account of iconic reference can overcome this limitation. David Papineau has come 
very close to reconstructing such an account of iconicity, but I think that the linger-
ing flaws in his account can be remedied by explicitly transitioning from Russellian 
philosophy of language to a more inclusive Peircean philosophy of signs.

4.1  The Indexical Phenomenal Concept Strategy

There are many arguments and thought-experiments which attempt to show, with 
various degrees of success, that consciousness has a qualitative dimension. One of 
the most memorable is Frank Jackson’s “knowledge argument” (1982; 1986). 
Jackson invites us to consider a neuroscientist—named Mary—who, upon being 
raised in a strictly black and white setting since birth, is allowed for the first time to 
emerge from her isolated confines into a fully-coloured environment. Jackson’s 
original claim is that, even if Mary had mastered a comprehensive functional 
account of colour prior to this exposure, her new experiences would give her an 
additional insight into “what it’s like” to see a colour like red.

Using a terminology introduced by Bertrand Russell (1910–11), we can say that 
Mary in the cave can muster “descriptions” of colour vision but will lack a more 
intimate “acquaintance” until and unless she undergoes the experiences forbidden 
to her (Bigelow and Pargetter 2004). It is natural, then, to think that what Mary 
gains when she exits her confines is a new ability to indexically point to “this” qual-
ity (Perry 2001, 97, 146).

As promising as this account is, I believe it must fail. I agree that “[s]ome kinds 
of knowledge require distinctive forms of engagement between the knower and the 
known” (Bigelow and Pargetter 2004, 194). Judged by that standard, indexical 
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devices like “this” indeed bring us closer to their referents than linguistic descrip-
tions can. Alas, “this” can pick out its target in space and time without any knowl-
edge of “what” that target is, as evidenced by a locution like “I have no clue what 
this is.” I therefore think that the standard roster of options is too coarse. According 
to the Peircean theory I defend, there are three ways in which one can know things, 
namely by convention, causality, and similarity.

Peirce offers us a non-psychological analysis of similarity and similarity recog-
nition. “Though Peirce was […] exceptionally knowledgeable in the prior semioti-
cal traditions, his conception of the iconic sign […] was developed neither by 
generalizing from cases and kinds of iconicity he had observed, nor by appropriat-
ing and developing a pre-existing theoretical conception of this sort of meaningful-
ness” (Ransdell 1986, 51). Using iconicity and the prescissive tools developed in the 
previous chapters, I want to argue that knower and known are at their closest when 
they share a quality, and that this is what would have to be involved in successful 
reference to a phenomenal state. In my account, qualia remain linguistically inef-
fable, but icons can nevertheless let one appreciate what “that” is.

My iconic account will thus contrast with versions of the “phenomenal concept 
strategy” that take indexicality to be central. The “phenomenal concept strategy” 
(Stoljar 2005) is an attempt to preserve physicalist commitments while accounting 
for why there appears to be a gap when it comes to explaining the qualitative dimen-
sion of consciousness (Levine 1983). Although there are several variants of this 
strategy currently vying for adoption (see Balog 2009), the general idea is that, 
since we have special concepts to pick out conscious states, whatever difficulties we 
have fitting consciousness into a naturalist picture may owe to the peculiar nature of 
those concepts. The strategy thus caters to those who accept that there is an epis-
temic gap between the material and the phenomenal but who deny an ontological 
gap (see Chalmers 1996, 165–168).

Indexicality is usually taken to be the direct mode of reference whereby language 
comes into contact with whatever it denotes. Indexicality is arguably “one of the 
best known features of Peirce’s theory of signs” (Atkin 2005, 161). In the main-
stream analytic literature, though, indexicality was introduced by John Perry (who 
did not discuss the historical lineage of the term). Perry’s original intent was to chal-
lenge the (Fregean) view that propositions “have a truth-value in an absolute sense, 
as opposed to merely being true for a person or at a time” (1979, 6). The idea of 
indexing meanings to contextual circumstances is less controversial than the idea of 
indexing truth-values (compare Blome-Tillmann 2008 with MacFarlane 2014). In 
philosophy of language though, Perry’s proposal has become a commonplace. We 
use some words like “this” in specific contexts, and these contexts fix what (in the 
world) our words point to (Kim 2010).

Some phenomenal concept strategists use this indexicality to explain problems 
regarding qualia. According to John O’Dea, a subject’s particular spatial-temporal 
location explains the force of thought-experiments like the inverted spectrum 
(Shoemaker 1982). O’Dea argues, for instance, that a disagreement between an 
Earthling and a Martian about what each means by “I am in pain” would be “tanta-
mount to a disagreement over whether Earth is here or Mars is here” (2002, 180). 
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O’Dea therefore surmises that “[t]he irreducibility of sensory terms […] may be 
nothing more than a straightforward consequence of their indexicality” (ibid., 175).

This indexical account strikes a bargain with the skeptic. One can successfully 
refer to, say, the fact that one is now enjoying an experience of green, but the indexi-
cal sign that one uses to achieve this act of public reference cannot reach all the way 
to the quality of the experience (O’Dea 2002, 177). Since qualia are not captured by 
causality and since indexicality works precisely by exploiting causality, qualia are 
not captured by indexicality. This means that the qualitative dimension of con-
sciousness cannot truly affect or be affected by discourse. On the further assump-
tion—mistaken, as I hope to show—that indexicality is our ultimate means of 
reference, the privacy of qualia follows.

If we follow Russell (1910–11) and distinguish knowledge that comes from 
“acquaintance” and knowledge that comes from “description,” we are left in a bind. 
Intrinsic qualities are not describable. By disjunctive syllogism, this ought to make 
those qualities knowable by acquaintance. Alas, acquaintance is not up to the task. 
Therefore, when prompted to convey the intrinsic character of a feeling, the conver-
gence of two persons’ verbal reports and/or behavioural responses remains incon-
clusive. People of course remain free to discuss how they feel, but they cannot really 
discuss how they feel. My goal is to eradicate this second clause.

To use an index, one has to place a sign-vehicle in the vicinity of its object. Such 
vicinity, however, should not be construed too literally. One can point to Alpha 
Centauri in the night sky; but one has to aim at a specific location if one wants to 
aid/elicit a specific interpretation. The fact that spatial coordinates matter in fixing 
the reference shows that, even if distance is not an issue, causal considerations are 
essential to explaining why/how anything can be non-arbitrarily “sensitive” to a 
context (see West 2012).

Upon emerging, Mary will need to use indices to convey the qualitative character 
of what she has just discovered. However, when Mary points to, say, a red rose and 
proclaims that “So this is what was meant by red,” she cannot mean that particular 
flower, then and there. Were this what she meant, one could destroy the colour red 
once and for all simply by burning the flower. In an attempt to surmount this inabil-
ity of indices to convey qualities, some have grafted the (much used but incomplete) 
type/token distinction onto indexicality to yield what Brian Loar (1997, 597) calls a 
“type-demonstrative.” This is supposed to be a context-specific gesture and/or utter-
ance that somehow manages to refer to “That type of sensation” (see Levin 2007, 
88–89). I do not think this finessing succeeds. It makes perfect sense that one should 
be able to point to tokens, since these supply the presence needed for indices to do 
their referential business. But, if “type-demonstratives” were truly possible, one 
could literally see generality. Surely, one can see instances of a law, kind, or habit—
but not the law, kind, or habit itself.

The ability to “see” types is supposedly achieved by “thick” perception (Masrour 
2011). Of course, once an agent realizes that what she perceived was a token of a 
type, she can become convinced that she somehow “saw” the type. That, however, 
would be an embellishment of hindsight. Given that the stream of consciousness 
flows in a linear fashion, one way to test claims about so-called “thickness” would 
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be to require a subject to ascertain—before any other tokens are experienced—
whether there are in fact such other tokens. Clearly, a subject looking at a painting 
cannot tell, just by looking, whether it has ever been copied or mass produced. 
Rather than arguing that kind properties are only sometimes represented in experi-
ence, it seems more judicious to say that, when perceiving a single token, the most 
a subject is perceptually (and intellectually) entitled to answer is that a) it exists and 
b) another token like it could exist. Talk of “recognitional dispositions” (Siegel 
2011, 100) captures this, but conflating the modal strength of (b) with the actuality 
of (a) would constitute a reification.

Loar asserts that “type-demonstratives” are “recognitional concepts” which, 
despite their recognitional status, “need involve no reference to a past instance,” 
such that “[y]ou can forget particular instances and still judge ‘another one of 
those’” (1997, 601). If one can do without past instances, what is the relatum in the 
judgement “another one of those”? That is a bit like saying that a sibling has no 
sibling(s).

These recent attempts to explain qualitative reference are influenced by other 
advancements in our understanding of reference. The standard analysis (from 
Aristotle to Kant to Frege) breaks “This gerbil” down into three components, inso-
far as a particular gets identified as a member or instance of a kind or universal by 
an act of judgement (see Peirce 1931–58, 1.485). It was a tangible advance of 
twentieth- century philosophy of language to stress that, irrespective of how one 
glosses the ontological status of universals or the epistemological workings of 
judgement, context of use would have to be involved in securing reference to a par-
ticular. Capitalizing on the well-deserved reputation of that account, “type- 
demonstratives” (and “thick perceptions”) simply repeat this story to explain 
reference to (or perception of) universality. This implausibly outstretches the 
resources of indexicality. If one wants to refer to Gerbilhood by means of a situated 
sign-vehicle like “This,” then, given the generality of the intended target, there 
should be no reason to prefer one particular gerbil over another. Yet, since in the end 
not all gerbils will be pointed to, it may rightfully be asked: why this one? The only 
sensible answer seems to be because it is in the vicinity of the utterer (needless to 
say, uttering “This” with no gerbils around would not accomplish much). The claim 
that demonstratives pick out tokens is therefore less contentious than the claim that 
demonstratives can somehow pick out types.

Russell held that “It is obvious […] that we are acquainted with such universals 
as white, red, black, sweet, sour, loud, hard, etc., i.e., with qualities which are exem-
plified in sense-data” (1997b, 101). Taking Russell at his word, if one is in contact 
with an “exemplification,” is it not a slide to construe this as contact with a univer-
sal? Russell added: “When we see a white patch, we are acquainted, in the first 
instance, with the particular patch; but by seeing many white patches, we easily 
learn to abstract the whiteness which they all have in common, and in learning to do 
this we are learning to be acquainted with whiteness” (ibid.). Again, if inductive 
generalization is needed to get at the targeted quality, how can this still count as 
acquaintance, which is defined as a “direct” mode of knowledge (Russell 1910–11, 
108)? If one were truly capable of being acquainted with universals, these should 
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simply present themselves to one, with no intervening particular(s). Needless to say, 
a subject-to-type access differs greatly from a (more plausible) subject-to-token-to-
type access. Russell promises us the former but delivers only the latter (for a similar 
criticism, see Chalmers 2003, 233).

The challenges associated with pinpointing exact referents do not alter the fact 
that indexicality works by and on tokens, not types. It may not be obvious what to 
look for upon hearing “Look there!,” but it is obvious that to find out one has to scan 
the nearby environment for a particular object or event. If, say, your friend points to 
a stranger who just walked into a crowded coffee shop, you might conceivably have 
some difficulty pinpointing who your friend intends; but that does not license you to 
roam the whole planet looking for the person she meant. There is plenty of room for 
failed attempts in my account of interpretation (Eco 1988). However, my account 
does not support the skeptical leap from fallibility to impotence (Champagne 
2015b).

Picking out particular instances is by no means a negligible service, since it is 
part of what must happen if one is to grasp a likeness. Yet, if on full consideration 
we realize that thought, comparison, and other deliberate intellectual interventions 
are needed, then these need to figure in the official account. Merely pointing does 
not suffice.

One might reply that it is a matter of coming across the “right” exemplar. After 
all, if—in keeping with Peirce’s account of abduction (Houser 2005)—the initial 
stage of establishing a sign-vehicle’s referent is (and cannot help but be) a surmise, 
then that surmise could benefit from beginner’s luck. If so, then the burden would 
be on the advocate of referential serendipity to explain why, in the vast majority of 
cases, we do not grasp types via a single token. In any event, confirmation that one 
indeed guessed a type right from the get-go can be revealed only by further action/
experience, so one cannot “forget particular instances and still judge ‘another one of 
those’” (Loar 1997, 601).

Ideally, a story of how one refers to the qualitative dimension of consciousness 
should be such that whatever post-emergence Mary does or uses to refer to her novel 
colour experience(s) is not something she could have done or used in her pre- 
emergence condition, otherwise Mary would not need to emerge. Symbols clearly 
do not live up to this demand, since prior to seeing red Mary can competently 
employ the word “red” found in her textbooks (the adjective “competently” is war-
ranted because Mary can undoubtedly draw more red-based inferences than most 
lay persons). Therefore, with a twofold menu of symbols and indices, all hope must 
be placed on the latter option. Interestingly, the indices favoured by many phenom-
enal concept strategists do not fare any better than symbols. Indeed, if one were to 
ask pre-emergence Mary what she means by the word “red,” she could very well 
point to a diagram of the appropriate wavelength and answer “This one now.” Of 
course, we as outsiders are privy to the fact that Mary has brought the context- 
sensitive sign-vehicles “this” and “now” in the vicinity of an object ill-suited to 
truly convey what red “is like.” But—and this is crucial—nothing in the indexical 
account permits us to regard her gesture as a blunder. I thus agree that “in order to 
be successful, the Phenomenal Concept Strategy needs […] to explain how these 
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concepts afford us a rich and substantial grasp of their referents” (Schroer 2010, 
509–510). Icons furnish this substantial grasp.

In contrast with indices, icons work only if (and only because) the qualities 
match. What matters in iconicity is not that the sign-vehicle is near its object but 
rather that the sign-vehicle is like its object. Hence, if nothing in Mary’s room is 
coloured, nothing in that room can be used to refer to colours. To be sure, the con-
fines of pre-emergence Mary are filled with other icons. One pencil, for example, 
might resemble another pencil, and could thus be used to iconically refer to the 
other (and vice versa). Alas, familiarity with office supplies is not what is at stake, 
so emergence from the cave is needed for the relevant colour icons to become pos-
sible. Mary’s eventual exit is therefore doubly enriching: not only does she get to 
experience something new, she also gains access to the various sign-vehicles capa-
ble of conveying the quality at hand. This is because, in iconicity, sign-vehicle and 
object are one and the same.

Iconic reference thus augments the “semantic” axis that is lacking in John 
Searle’s (1980) “Chinese room” thought-experiment. Indeed, it should be noted that 
the distinction between semantics (vehicle-to-object), syntactics (vehicle-to- 
vehicle), and pragmatics (vehicle-to-interpreter) was introduced by Charles Morris 
in his influential 1938 International Encyclopedia of Unified Science paper on 
“Foundations of the Theory of Signs” (reprinted in Morris 1971, 13–71). Morris 
drew a methodological division of labour among those studying facets of a single 
object of study, semiosis (i.e., the full triad of vehicle-to-object-to-interpreter). One 
can prescind the axes discussed by Morris, but one can never divide them in fact.

In order to see how these semiotic ideas can advance current debates in philoso-
phy of mind, we can take a closer look at the argument which led Jackson (2004a; 
2004b) to abandon his previous conclusions. Howard Robinson (2008, 224) recon-
structs Jackson’s rationale as follows:

 1. Reference to any x involves causal influence from x to the referential act.
 2. If x is epiphenomenal then it has no causal influence on anything, so a fortiori, 

not on any referential act.

Therefore,

 3. If x is epiphenomenal then it is something to which we cannot refer.

Therefore,

 4. If qualia are epiphenomenal then they cannot be objects of reference.
 5. Qualia (if they exist) are what we refer to by using our phenomenal concepts.

Therefore,

 6. If qualia exist and are epiphenomenal then they can and cannot be objects of 
reference.

Therefore,

 7. Epiphenomenalism about qualia is incoherent.
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Jackson sides with the Russellian tradition in assuming that true descriptions 
must be reducible to acquaintances. As he puts it, “[o]ur knowledge of the sensory 
side of psychology has a causal source,” such that when making claims all “our 
entitlement comes back to causal impacts of the right kinds” (Jackson 2004a, 418). 
I disagree. I contend that premise (1) is false, since there exists a mode of reference 
which, though not mind-dependent like symbols, does not rest on causality. Hence, 
I think the argument above is valid but unsound.

Premise (1) is pivotal to what has been called the “meaning objection” (Robinson 
2012). Gilberto Gomes conveys this objection well: “But how can we refer to [our 
experience of red] if, by assumption, it cannot have any causal effect on our 
thought?” (2005, 78). My answer is: by means of an icon. Once we incorporate 
iconic reference in our overall picture, the terms of the debate shift: working out the 
logic, (3) and (4) become false, so (6) and (7) no longer follow. Let me therefore 
explore this referential option in greater detail.

4.2  Getting in Touch without Touching

Some philosophers of mind think that “[i]f qualia represent then it is plausible that 
they represent non-conceptually. That is, they do not have language-like structure 
but rather are akin to pictures […]” (Balog 2009, 296). This is true, but the allusion 
to pictures can be limiting. A perfume, for example, is an icon, even though in 
resembling the smell of, say, lavender, it is in no way pictorial. Still, for better or for 
worse, the image has become a paradigmatic exemplar of iconicity. Prinz (2002, 
25–32), for example, speaks of “imagism” in the cognitive sciences. Mental images 
have often been viewed with suspicion, but it is worth noting that even a critic like 
Zenon Pylyshyn is careful to stress that “the existence of the experience of images 
cannot be questioned. Imagery is a pervasive form of experience and is clearly of 
utmost importance to humans. We cannot speak of consciousness without, at the 
same time, implicating the existence of images” (1973, 2).

Peircean semiotics gives us tools to handle such phenomena. The virtue of focus-
ing on the technical notion of icon is that it compels us to bear in mind that these 
signs are defined in virtue of the sort of referential relation they sustain: to bear an 
iconic relation is to guide interpretation by exploiting a qualitative bond that would 
exist regardless of whether another (similar) object or interpretation was present. I 
am applying this idea to debates in philosophy of mind, but there is nothing in the 
concept of iconicity per se which says that it must involve a similarity between a 
mind and a world. Since the similarity is between whatever plays the role of sign- 
vehicle and an object, iconicity can just as easily encompass world-world similari-
ties. One might, for example, take “s” (on this page) to iconically stand for “s” (on 
this page). In fact, I think we should keep this sort of “sideways” confirmation as our 
gold standard when discussing more troublesome issues pertaining to 
consciousness.
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As an icon, a quality can refer to that same quality. Here it is the shared tone—
not the proximity of the tokens—that underwrites an interpretive passage. Peirce 
gave us tools to carefully track in what respect(s) something stands for something 
else to something. The triadic relation is what renders cognition possible, but the 
different parts of this relation are not always equally responsible for the conveyance 
of meaning. An index “is a sign which would, at once, lose the character which 
makes it a sign if its object were removed;” whereas an icon “is a sign which would 
possess the character which renders it significant, even though its object had no 
existence” (Peirce 1931–58, 2.304). Semiotics does not force one to choose between 
these different modes of reference. We can have both, at the same time, yet carefully 
prescind them.

Iconicity exploits the quality of Firstness, indexicality exploits the pairing of 
Secondness, and symbolicity exploits the arbitrary association of Thirdness. Hence, 
the philosopher of signs must always ask: in what respect is something being used 
as a sign? The answer to this question is constantly shifting. For instance, if a lime 
is used to signify a golf ball, then what matters is the shared spherical character. If 
the same lime is used to signify a blade of grass, then what matters is the shared 
green colour. If the lime is used to indicate a location, then what matters is its mate-
rial occurrence in time and space. The taxonomies of philosophy of signs strive to 
clarify all this. Different supports constrain the sort of referential relation(s) that a 
sign can have. Conventional imputations must be re-applicable, so only as a type 
can a sign-vehicle have a symbolic bond to its object. Causation requires particu-
lars, so only as a token can a sign-vehicle have an indexical bond to its object. 
Similarity requires a shared quality, so only as a tone can a sign-vehicle enjoy an 
iconic bond to the quality referred to.

We can use these semiotic distinctions to improve our understanding of con-
scious phenomena. Loar asserts that “[p]henomenal qualities vary in generality: I 
can note that a state of mine has what all smells share, or that it is the smell of new 
mown grass” (1990, 81). Viewed from the standpoint of philosophy of signs, Loar 
glosses over several distinctions. To say that a given quality is shared by other expe-
riences is already to enter into some sort of comparison, and thus to take one quality 
as the (in this case, iconic) sign of another (or others). Also, to say that a smell is a 
smell of something besides that smell (like new mown grass) is to confess that the 
quality at hand has already entered into semiosis (Peirce 1998, 320). Now, there is 
nothing wrong or inherently problematic in noting a similitude between qualities, 
nor is there anything wrong or inherently problematic in the idea of taking a quality 
as the quality “of” a certain thing. What is wrong and problematic is the assumption 
that one can do all this whilst handling the simple quality itself, irrespective of its 
functional role or involvement in relations.

An icon is a sign-vehicle that has its representational power intrinsically, solely 
in virtue of the quality it has/is. A blue thing, for example, will retain an ability to 
relate to similar blue things, even if no other blue tokens actually exist. Its tone is a 
sufficient guarantor of a (realized or unrealized) iconic bond. Peirce drew on the 
views of Duns Scotus in crafting this account (Boler 1963). For Scotus, “this white 
thing can exist without similarity. If another white thing comes into being, then 
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similarity begins to exist in this white thing. Hence, the foundation of the relation 
can exist without the relation” (Weinberg 1965, 101). This may be what Loar was 
trying to express with the claim that “[y]ou can forget particular instances and still 
judge ‘another one of those’” (1997, 601). However, one must not gloss over the 
fact that, when a similar token has not entered the picture, the similarity of the lone 
tone is merely potential (and so cannot allow judgements like “another one of 
those”).

Chalmers is right that Mary is able “to think demonstrative-qualitative thoughts 
in which both a demonstrative and a qualitative concept are deployed” (2004, 186). 
Prescissive analysis allows us to make sense of this double-duty. Consider the fol-
lowing situation:

In reference to its object, this footprint is a perfect icon, although reversed like the image of 
a person looking at himself in a mirror. But it is at the same time the index of a presence on 
the island, and not just any presence […]. The sign in itself has its own existence, an exis-
tence of a non-sign, one might say, just as an ambassador, although representing his coun-
try, is what he is in reference to himself […]. (Deledalle 2000, 105)

If the footprint leads interpretation to a foot in virtue of its similarity with that 
foot, then it is the outline (of either the foot or the imprint) that matters. What per-
mits iconicity is the quality of the sign-vehicle, not its causal impact with an object. 
If, however, a footprint leads interpretation to a foot in virtue of the causal contact 
it had with a foot, then it is the actual soil-foot dyad that matters. As for the word 
“footprint,” nothing but interpretation holds its reference together. The symbol/
index/icon distinction thus marks out three different ways sign-vehicles can be 
linked to their objects. Peirce rightly insisted that these referential relations “are all 
indispensable in all reasoning” (1931–58, 1.369; see his 1998, 10).

Recently though, it has become fashionable among some Peirce scholars to 
exclude similarity from the semiotic repertoire. In at least one instance, Peirce wrote 
that “a great distinguishing property of the icon is that by the direct observation of 
it other truths concerning its object can be discovered than those which suffice to 
determine its construction” (1931–58, 2.279). This asymmetry between construc-
tion and discovery certainly deserves further study, but it seems to have gained an 
uncritical acceptance. In fact, some papers have begun to slide from saying, as 
Peirce cautiously did, that the construction/discovery asymmetry is “a” distinguish-
ing feature of iconicity, to saying that it is “the” distinguishing feature. Chiara 
Ambrosio, for instance, makes it look like Peirce put the construction/discovery 
asymmetry “at the centre of his notion of iconicity” (2014, 263). In so doing, she 
follows Christopher Hookway, who held that “[t]he key of iconicity is not perceived 
resemblance between the sign and what it signifies but rather the possibility of mak-
ing new discoveries about the object of a sign through observing features of the sign 
itself” (2000, 102). Exegetically, this attempt to bypass similarity faces a tall hurdle 
since, as Chevalier (2015, 45) points out, Peirce used the term “icon” and “likeness” 
interchangeably. I do not want to veer into an exegetical dispute, so let me give 
tangible reasons to reject the construction/discovery view and retain the similarity 
view.
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Suppose I use a smart phone to text you the following letter: M. Then, one min-
ute later, I text you this letter: R. I instruct you to write all of these letters down as 
they come. Thus, keeping pace, you eventually receive and transcribe the following 
sequence: A, N, D, M, R, S, D, U, R, and so on. After a while, you realize that, 
unbeknownst to you, you are constructing the novel Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s 
Stone. Now, a book is a symbol, if anything is. Yet, the sequence of letters fully 
satisfies the definition of an icon suggested by the construction/discovery view, 
since by the direct observation of it other truths concerning its object can be discov-
ered than those which suffice to determine its construction. You can learn about the 
exciting adventures of the students at Hogwarts, discover idiosyncratic tidbits about 
their personalities, and so on—just by assembling a list of typographical 
characters.

Consider this other counter-example. I have just said that a blue tone is an icon 
of any blue tone. Yet, taking the construction/discovery view at face-value, it may be 
asked: what “more” can one possibly learn from the observation of a simple blue 
tone? To say, for example, that blue is the colour of oceans, or that blue is a peaceful 
colour, is to import an external piece of information that is not itself present in that 
colour. As thinking agents with past experiences, we are privy to collateral data, so 
we can always let blue stand for more. Yet, strictly speaking, nothing more than blue 
can be learned by observing solely that lone quality. Hookway is clear that “a sign 
resembles its object if, and only if, study of the sign can yield new information 
about the object” (2000, 102). Although the similarity between blue and blue is 
arguably a paradigmatic exemplar of iconicity, it fails to fit this construction/discov-
ery demand.

I submit that a tenable definition of iconicity ought to have excluded my first 
counter-example about the string of letters and included my second counter- example 
about the simple colour blue. What Peirce said about the potential for discovery 
might be applicable to diagrams, but it would be a mistake to abandon the similarity- 
based view of iconicity.

Philosophers have often been squeamish about countenancing similarities, so it 
is predictable that Peirceans trying to conform to mainstream expectations should 
jump at the opportunity to switch to a definition that spares them from endorsing 
what is, in some circles, an embarrassment. Despite helping herself to the term 
“icon” and purporting to develop “A General Theory of Signs,” Ruth Millikan 
(1984, 83–158) does everything she can to avoid countenancing real similarities. 
Likewise, despite his interest in the varieties of reference, Gareth Evans refuses to 
acknowledge mind-independent similarities as a possible channel. Evans accepts 
that one thing could resemble another only “if it strikes people as like that other 
thing” (2002, 292). Analyses of similarity “anchored in the reactions they occasion 
in people” (Evans 2002, 294) have been amply explored—even by semioticians like 
Charles Morris (1971), Millikan’s teacher. However, such behavioural approaches 
leave unanswered (or rather unasked) why these reactions occur in the first place.

Looking back, it is distressing to see how early iconicity got discarded, and how 
thin the grounds of that dismissal really were. One stock complaint is that pictures 
are misleading. “Of course, pictures may be misleading. But, so may sentences” 
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(Moktefi and Shin 2013, v). Another complaint, initially voiced by Nelson Goodman 
(1976, 38), is that everything is in some way similar to everything else. This, on the 
face of it, is untrue. Clearly, I am more like you than I am like a cloud of helium. Of 
course, one could add a host of stipulations to play up the similarities and narrow 
the difference(s), but then the stipulations would account for the (stretched) sense of 
sameness. In any event, even if it could be shown that everything can resemble 
everything, that would still be insufficient to discard similarities from the semiotic 
repertoire. After all, every material thing is (by transitivity) currently in some sort of 
causal interaction with everything else, but we hardly dismiss causality on that 
account (for a stepwise rebuttal of Goodman’s grievances, see Stjernfelt 1999).

Frederik Stjernfelt contends that similarity is not a defining feature of iconicity, 
since “[s]imilarity is generally symmetrical: if a is similar to b, then b is also similar 
to a; while sign-relations are generally asymmetrical: if a signifies b, it does not 
follow that b signifies a” (2007, 49). It is true that similarity is symmetrical. It is also 
true that, in any triadic sign, interpretation will impose an asymmetrical sense of 
direction going from sign-vehicle to object. However, it is important to stress that 
this asymmetry is beholden to interpretation, not to the sign-vehicle or object. Since 
the overlaying of a means-end order on qualities that are otherwise identical can just 
as easily be turned the other way around, every object iconically referred to by a 
sign-vehicle is at the same time a potential sign-vehicle in the opposite direction. 
This is obscured by the twin facts that there is no reason to prefer one quality over 
the other, yet an interpretant will always privilege one sense of direction in a given 
instance. To the extent the sign-relation truly latched on to a real similarity between 
a and b, nothing in principle would have barred the reverse from happening, letting 
b do the “standing for.” This means that, if an ordinary person looks like a famous 
movie star, then it is as legitimate to find that the famous movie star looks like the 
ordinary person (for each seesaw on this biconditional, a new interpretant is 
spawned).

Resemblance is mind-dependent in the sense that there must be an organism with 
an appropriate sensory system to deem one experience to be similar to another expe-
rience. The Peircean account that I promote has plenty of room for the effects which 
icons can have on such organisms. Still, my account regards those interpretants as 
effects, not causes, of underlying similarities. They come Third. For example, it is 
imperative to the evolutionary success of camouflage that the likeness between, say, 
an insect and a leaf, be truly mind-independent and not merely a wilful association 
(Maran 2003; Sebeok 1976, 1440–1441). Even in the absence of intention and cau-
sality, interpretation—which in semiotics is not the sole preserve of humans (Sebeok 
2003)—can capitalize on the shared quality to let one thing stand for another.

Because an icon presupposes nothing but its own quality, its referential power “is 
not necessarily dependent upon its ever actually determining an Interpretant, nor 
even upon its actually having an Object” (Peirce 1998, 273). Consequently, the only 
way to eliminate the iconic potential of a tone is to eliminate that tone itself. Short 
of doing so, the ability to be linked to similar things always lies in wait, in germinal 
form, simply because any quality would resemble whatever would be like it. Of 
course, the mere talk of “another” tone would entail that we are no longer dealing 
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with tones but with tokens, since juxtaposition or comparison presupposes numeri-
cal plurality. Still, when two tokens are related in virtue of their shared quality, it is 
the underlying tone they share that matters, not those particular tokens. Therefore, 
to understand iconicity, one has to prescind. Doing so reveals the icon to be an idle 
sign, something that “can only be a fragment of a completer sign” (Peirce 1998, 
306).

The meaning objection rightfully asks “how can we refer to [our experience of 
red] if, by assumption, it cannot have any causal effect on our thought?” (Gomes 
2005, 78). My suggestion has been that, because iconic signs ride on tones that are 
prior to numerically distinct tokens, they can get in touch with their objects without 
touching them.

4.3  How Low can we Go?

The Ancient Greek atomists were arguably the first to maintain that anything com-
plex can be decomposed into simpler parts. Essentially, they drew on the following 
inference rule: P and Q, therefore P. The atomists deployed this inference in meta-
physics, but Leibniz later saw that it is applicable to any domain, philosophy of 
mind included (Blamauer 2011). The logical implication of simplicity by complex-
ity is so compelling that even an eliminativist like Paul Churchland must grant it:

[T]he bulk of one’s sensational life is characterized, not by simplicity, but by an extraordi-
nary and ever-changing complexity. Listening to a conversation, looking around a flower 
garden, tasting a braised-lamb stew, smelling the aromas in a wood-working shop—our 
sensations in such cases display intricacies that are amazing. And not always obvious. A 
young child may not appreciate that the distinctive taste of her first ice-cream cone resolves 
itself into sensations of sweetness, creaminess, and strawberry. And it may take her awhile 
to learn that such decompositions are both common and useful to keep track of. For the 
complexities we encounter are indeed composed, quite often, of simpler elements or consti-
tuting dimensions. In time, we do learn many of those simpler dimensions. A dinner-table 
conversation contains my brother’s unique voice as an identifiable element; the complex 
flower-garden displays the striking orange of a typical poppy blossom; the lamb stew dis-
plays the distinctive taste of thyme, sprinkled into the mix at the outset; and the smell of 
yellow cedar stands out from the other smells in the wood shop, at least to a seasoned car-
penter. Each of these particular qualitative features of one’s inner phenomenological life is 
certainly a simpler dimension of a more complex whole. (Churchland 2011, 32–33)

If we begin (as I believe we must) with a premise of complexity and grant (as I 
believe we should) that anything complex can be decomposed, then we are led to 
conclude that, in principle, such decomposition would have to bottom out at some 
point. So, in prescissively analyzing consciousness, how low can we go? With 
Peirce, I would say: as low as Firstness.

The first removals can be regarded as “real” in Scotus’ sense. For example,  
“[w]hen I see the red book and hear the bird singing, there seems to be no good 
reason to deny that I could have a visually identical experience without hearing the 
bird singing, and so on” (Bayne and Chalmers 2003, 43). One way of separating 
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these visual and auditory experiences is to close one’s eyes or use ear plugs. 
However, if we want to decompose the complexity of conscious life into simpler 
and simpler parts, then eventually only a “formal” distinction will do.

In The Philosophy of Logical Atomism, Bertrand Russell wrote that “[t]he sim-
plest imaginable facts are those which consist in the possession of a quality by some 
particular thing. Such facts, say, as ‘This is white’” (1998, 59). Typically, when one 
says “This is white,” one tries to identify/locate a white thing. Now, a white thing 
can be located only if it is amid non-white things. One of those non-white things 
must be the agent doing the pointing. Thus, pointing presupposes at least two rela-
tions: a relation to other things and a relation to an agent. This already involves a 
certain level of complexity. Hence, I do not think Russell was quite right when he 
said that “This is white” is the lowest one can go.

The sign-vehicle “This” is not white; in fact, here it is black (and, if spoken, it 
has no colour at all). Hence, in order to successfully use “This” as a sign of white 
things, one has to bring a token of “This” near a token white thing so that interpreta-
tion can relate the two. Russell may be right that “This is white” is the simplest fact 
imaginable, but I see no reason why factuality should be the stopping point of our 
analysis. As David Pears explains, Russell thought that “when we find that we can-
not push the analysis of words any further, we can plant a flag recording the discov-
ery of genuine logical atoms” (in Russell 1998, 5). When one does Peircean 
philosophy of signs, one can plant a flag further.

Peirce and Russell never met (Nubiola 1996, 283). Russell would later write that 
“I am—I confess to my shame—an illustration of the undue neglect from which 
Peirce has suffered in Europe” (foreword to Feibleman 1946, xv). Whatever their 
differences, Peirce and Russell both agreed that whatever is complex is composed 
of simples. “[N]o analysis,” Peirce writes, “whether in logic, in chemistry, or in any 
other science, is satisfactory, unless it be thorough, that is, unless it separates the 
compound into components each entirely homogeneous in itself, and therefore free 
from the smallest admixture of any of the others” (1931–58, 4.548). Discussing 
qualia, Dennett remarks that “[s]ince they are ‘simple’ or ‘homogeneous’ there is 
nothing to get hold of when trying to describe such a property to one unacquainted 
with the particular instance in question” (1988, 385). Dennett finds this ineffability 
repugnant. The possibility that language cannot convey everything is, for him, 
unthinkable. I disagree (in fact, the belief that language cannot convey everything is 
arguably the defining belief of a philosopher of signs).

Because mainstream philosophy of language resorts only to indices, it will 
always have to contend with a minimal duality or Secondeness between pointer and 
pointed. Peirce’s philosophy of signs countenances such indices, but it also col-
lapses the duality of indexicality to reach an iconic merger. Unfortunately, with a 
few exceptions (like Giardino and Greenberg 2015), philosophy of mind is currently 
blind to this portion of the semiotic spectrum. Consider David Papineau. In the 
course of his investigations of consciousness, Papineau writes that “[a] first thought 
might be that perceptual concepts refer in virtue of the fact that exercises of them 
resemble their referents,” and then immediately adds “I assume that this suggestion 
does not need to be taken seriously” (2002, 111). Why not? As an heir to Russell’s 
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(1910–11) acquaintance/description distinction, Papineau assumes that our knowl-
edge of the world derives from two (and only two) channels. Since I think Peirce is 
right to countenance similarity-based reference, I do not share Papineau’s 
dismissal.

Ironically, no one working within a Russellian framework has come closer than 
Papineau to independently reconstructing an account of iconicity. Papineau quali-
fies as a phenomenal concept strategist, since he holds that the apparent distinctness 
of qualia is an artifact of the concepts we use to refer to them. Thus, like me, 
“Papineau diagnoses the apparent threats to physicalism posed by the phenomena of 
consciousness by locating the source of anti-physicalist intuitions in features of our 
thinking rather than in non-physical features of reality” (Crane 2005, 155).

According to Papineau, when a subject undergoes novel experiences, her “brain 
is lastingly altered in certain ways” (2003, 359). The alteration results in the acqui-
sition of a “stored sensory template.” Papineau uses this to explain what happens to 
Mary in the knowledge argument. The template that Mary stores can allow her 
“imaginatively to recreate and introspectively to reidentify an experience she could 
previously think about only in a third-person way” (ibid.). If Papineau is right that 
“the introspective identification of some experience requires that it is compared 
with some model or template stored in the brain,” then “it would scarcely be surpris-
ing that we should need an original version of the experience in order to form the 
template for such comparisons” (ibid., 358–359). So far, I agree with all of this. Yet, 
Papineau stops short of acknowledging that the “comparison” at hand is similarity- 
based. This undermines his account. I therefore want to rid his account of the linger-
ing Russellian assumptions that hold it back.

Using Russellian materials, Papineau (2002, 116–121) originally built what he 
called the “quotational-indexical” account of phenomenal concepts. However, he 
eventually came to think that indexicality imposes too strong a constraint on when 
and where phenomenal concepts can be exercised. Papineau’s defection is reminis-
cent of Jackson’s, as both were led to ponder the troublesome intersection of demon-
strative reference and epiphenomenalism. The indexical sign relation at work in 
demonstratives turns on physical presence. One has to be suitably “near” something 
in order to refer to it by pointing. Likewise, something quoted must be present in 
order for the mentioning device to do its work. “Linguistic quotation marks, after 
all, are a species of demonstrative construction: a use of quotation marks will refer 
to that word, whatever it is, that happens to be made salient by being placed within 
the quotation marks” (Papineau 2007, 121). This will do in most circumstances. 
But, since qualia are not physically present in any straightforward manner, the anal-
ogy with quotation seems to bring little aid.

Led by these considerations, Papineau eventually rebuilt his account so that 
nothing turns on the actual presence of what is referred to. His recent work still 
retains the idea that phenomenal concepts involve the very quality referred to. This 
is the cornerstone of my account. However, the standard Russellian distinctions—
specifically the type/token and description/acquaintance bipartitions—doom 
Papineau’s efforts to failure.
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Consider first the type/token bipartition. Clearly, any concept wedded solely to a 
particular token is bound to be severely limited in its use. After all, the taste of the 
ice cream one ate on the occasion of one’s seventh birthday—if treated as a token—
is a taste found in no other ice cream. The Peircean semiotician will of course notice 
that what is relevant in discussing the taste of ice cream is a tone; but a theorist 
unable to call on this crucial notion will recoil to her only remaining option when 
rejecting tokens as inappropriate. Predictably, then, Papineau wonders: “Can phe-
nomenal concepts pick out experiential particulars as well as types?” (2007, 123). 
This question brings us back to the dead-end discussed earlier. Types cannot impact 
one’s sensory organs, only tokens of types can; so any theory which hopes to account 
for phenomenal consciousness by invoking perceptual encounters with types is 
surely ill-fated.

To be sure, we do say, as Peirce [1931–58, 4.537] pointed out, that there is but one word 
“the” in the English language. But this is no more to be taken au pied de lettre than is the 
statement that there is only one poisonous lizard in the continental United States […]. There 
is not one lizard which is the “type-lizard,” and many other lizards which are the token 
lizards. Likewise, there is not one word which is the type, and many other words which are 
the tokens. (Willard 1983, 287)

If philosophers of mind have been led by their recent discussion of phenomenal 
concepts to conclude that one can somehow “see” the type-lizard, then something 
has gone wrong along the way.

Using the full resources of the type/token/tone tripartition discussed in Chap. 3, 
one does not “reencounter” a type (Papineau 2007, 123); rather, a type is what per-
mits one to encounter tokens of the same tone.

To further illustrate how a limited menu of options strong-arms Papineau into 
adopting unsatisfactory conclusions, consider the acquaintance/description biparti-
tion. Knowledge by description can be detached from its worldly site of origin and 
communicated second-hand. Descriptions can therefore work just fine even though 
the object described is absent. Knowledge by acquaintance, by contrast, requires the 
actual presence of its object. In order to count as knowledge, in absentia discourse 
must eventually connect with in praesentia reference. Indeed, the whole point of 
Jacksons’ knowledge argument is that mere description is insufficient; at least when 
it comes to conveying the content of experiential feels. Papineau accepts this, since 
by his lights “[i]t seems clear that the preemergence Mary does lack some concepts 
of color experiences” (2007, 111). Papineau is thus in a bind. Either he maintains 
that qualia can be referred to by description—which is what the knowledge argu-
ment denies; or he maintains that qualia can be referred to causally—which is dif-
ficult to make sense of in the case of qualia. Like Papineau, discussants who rely on 
Russellian notions bounce between these two options to no avail. I submit that, to 
dismount this seesaw, one needs to add the Peircean concept of iconic reference.

The employment of one yellow object to signify another yellow object by means 
of their yellowness (and not, say, their proximity to one another) does not permit 
one to dissociate questions pertaining to “the medium and the message” (to echo 
McLuhan), since these admit of a univocal answer, to wit, “yellow” (see Champagne 
2015a, 537–539). As William Seager writes: “What can be called ‘immediate 
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 consciousness’ just has the peculiar reflexive property of allowing an appreciation 
of both the information being conveyed and the mode of conveyance” (1999, 93). 
Given this overlap, the quality which acts as a sign-vehicle cannot be omitted—on 
pain of omitting the very passage that makes that quality play a semiotic role in the 
first place. This explains why “[m]any phenomenal kinds can be referred to only 
through the content shared by experiences of the kind at issue” (Nida-Rümelin 
2008, 310).

The icon is capable of “bringing its interpreter face to face with the very charac-
ter signified” (Peirce 1998, 307). Echoing this, Papineau writes that “phenomenal 
concepts are too close to their referents for it to seem possible that those same con-
cepts could refer to something else,” since “the referent seems to be part of the 
concept itself” (2007, 132). Of course, given that an icon refers to a quality by being 
that very quality, this suggestion that the referent is “part of” the concept is not at all 
fanciful. Nonetheless, because Papineau lacks the notional resources to properly 
express this idea, he undermines his own conclusions. Tim Crane, for instance, 
complains that:

[I]t seems to me entirely incredible that when one thinks about, say, pain, one must, as a 
necessary part of that very act of thinking, have an experience which in any way resembles 
pain. When the narrator of E. M. Forster’s Where Angels Fear to Tread says that ‘physical 
pain is almost too terrible to bear,’ he is clearly intending to talk about pain in the phenom-
enal sense, pain as a feeling, an event in the stream of consciousness. In any normal sense 
of “phenomenal,” then—any sense that relates it to its etymology and its traditional philo-
sophical meaning—he is employing the phenomenal concept of pain. But in order to under-
stand this remark, and therefore grasp the concepts which it expresses, I do not think I need 
to undergo, as a part of that very understanding, an experience which is in any sense painful. 
Yet this is what Papineau seems to be saying. (Crane 2005, 156)

Armed with the full symbol/index/icon taxonomy, we can come to Papineau’s 
defence. All parties agree that describing something exclusively by symbols is a 
non-starter. Russell would be the first to agree. After all, “Russell was as aware as 
anyone else that not everything can be thought of by description, on pain of the 
whole system of identification failing to be tied down to a unique set of objects 
[…]” (Evans 2002, 45). Hence, tracking the inferential relations among words is not 
enough (Champagne 2016). The knowledge argument brings this out in a particu-
larly memorable way. While sequestered in her cave from birth, Mary could have 
been taught by unscrupulous experimenters to take Dungeons and Dragons seri-
ously and thereby make coherent functional responses about “ghouls” and “trolls.” 
Hence, given that on one level “pain” is a symbol like any other, there is surely 
something right in Crane’s claim that this lexical concept does not have to be pain-
ful. Yet, if one is to truly comprehend what that word refers to, then whatever quality 
one will have retained from such token episodes will itself be related to pain states 
by being able to indexically spot a similar state (if and when it presents itself) and 
have an iconic sense of “what” the quality is.

The second conjunct here is crucial, since it distinguishes the fine-grained appre-
ciation of qualities that iconicity (via prescission) permits. The concept of pain can 
indexically refer to past experience(s), but at some point that concept will have to 
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share the experiential quality itself, on pain of having no real clue what that feeling 
is like. In other words, if one asks the narrator of Forster’s book “What is pain?,” 
that narrator is free to answer “What I experienced last Friday;” and when asked 
what was experienced last Friday, he can in turn answer “What I experienced the 
Monday before”—and so on. I have no quarrel with any of this. Yet, if the person 
really possesses the relevant phenomenal concept, it cannot be anaphora all the way. 
Signs are not memes (Kilpinen 2008).

Peircean semiotics arranges icons, indices, and symbols in an ordinal fashion, 
such that the more developed grades of reference subsume the lesser ones but not 
vice versa (Peirce 1998, 9). Interestingly, this triadic pecking order is confirmed by 
empirical data. Consider the icon “IIIIII” and the symbol “6,” which have a common 
referent but relate to it in different ways, the former non-conventionally, the latter 
conventionally. If symbolic reference could depart completely from iconicity, as 
Crane’s criticism suggests, then one would expect the interpretation of Arabic 
numerals like “6” to be untainted by whatever cognitive and mnemonic limits 
plague its iconic counterpart “IIIIII.” However, studies have shown that subjects 
asked to pick the largest among pairs of symbols like “4 versus 9” demonstrate a lag 
in their response times akin to figuring out “IIII versus IIIIIIIII.” “These results 
strongly suggest that the process used in judgements of differences in magnitude 
between numerals is the same as, or analogous to, the process involved in judge-
ments of inequality for physical continua” (Moyer and Landauer 1967, 1520; for 
more recent studies, see Carey 2009, 117–156).

Now, if there is evidence that a symbol such as “6”—a quantitative concept not 
exactly known for its poetic connotations—is in some way IIIIII-like, why should it 
be absurd to agree with Papineau that “[e]ven if imaginings of pains don’t really 
hurt, they can share some of the phenomenal unpleasantness of real pains” (2002, 
174)? One could also look to scientific and phenomenological studies which sug-
gest that mere contemplation of a word or phrase primes the body for a host of 
motor and affective responses, such that reading “pain” is in some sense experienc-
ing a trace of the relevant feeling (Gallagher 2006; Shapiro 2011, 70–113; Thompson 
2007). So, if a novel would be written by a congenitally blind autistic literary savant 
who has no sense of fine grained emotion concepts, my Peircean semiotic theory 
predicts that, to the extent it would be considered a good novel by readers, this 
author would have relied on informant(s) who enjoyed the relevant experiences 
(these informants would then be the analogues of programmers who feed instruc-
tions and symbols in a Turing machine).

The interesting question is not whether concepts need to always resemble the 
things they refer to; there is a clear sense in which they do not (to that extent, 
Crane’s criticism of Papineau is trivially right). The interesting question is whether 
mastery of symbols and indices alone could ever suffice to secure reference to the 
“feel” of experiences. After all, from a developmental perspective, iconic compe-
tence is often (and perhaps always) the gateway to symbolic competence. It is 
doubtful anyone ever mastered “6” without first mastering “IIIIII” (Resnik 1982, 
98). Some biologists conversant with semiotic theory (e.g., Kull 2009; Deacon 
1997) believe that this holds on the evolutionary ladder as well. Holistically drawing 

4.3 How Low can we Go?



68

inferences along a symbol-to-symbol axis certainly remains possible (especially by 
machines that have never known otherwise). It is also possible for one not to feel a 
hint of pain when one reads or writes the word “pain.” But, if one never does—any-
where, anytime, under any circumstance—one can hardly lay claim to what the 
word means.

Declan Smithies (2011, 22–25) argues that, unless a subject is phenomenally 
conscious of the object(s) of her demonstratives, she cannot rationally defend her 
claims when challenged. If challenged, it may be okay for Mary to refer to whatever 
her textbooks told her. But it is not okay for the authors of those textbooks to have 
never enjoyed the relevant icon(s). I thus agree with Peirce that “every indirect 
method of communicating an idea must depend for its establishment upon the use 
of an icon” (1931–58, 2.278).

This point can be put another way. Suppose that a subject were to possess a given 
colour concept solely in virtue of having been told about its relations to darker and 
lighter colours. Being told, say, that amethyst is midway between purple and pink 
could conceivably be informative to someone who has experienced purple and pink. 
If so, then that person’s concept of amethyst would amount to a rule (involving 
several relata), and the unfamiliar quality sandwiched between purple and pink 
would become akin to a conclusion that can be inferred once one knows the relevant 
premises. Since the rule applies to a spectrum that is ordered, there is a temptation 
to dismiss the need to experience the midway quality itself (e.g., Churchland 1992, 
102–110). Yet, that spectrum actually vindicates qualia. The colours sandwiching 
an unfamiliar shade remain unproblematic only provided that one does not slide the 
very sandwiching relation to either side. Without an iconic access to qualia though, 
one has to (constantly) make that slide. The premises adduced to secure a supposed 
inference of the quality therefore turn out to be insecure conclusions of their own, 
leading to a regress. This explains why “[o]ne cannot give an informative answer 
about seeing orange to the congenitally blind” (Pitt 2004, 31).

David Rosenthal believes that “[w]e cannot acquiesce in the unhelpful thought 
that we all know the qualitative state when we see it” (2005, 196). Why not? 
Rosenthal reasons, quite rightly, that if experiential familiarity with a quality is 
needed, then “[t]hat would amount to picking the phenomenon in purely ostensive 
terms, which leaves too much open for us to tell whether we can explain the phe-
nomenon in a way that makes it intelligible” (ibid.). I differ from Rosenthal in being 
open to the possibility that, when we move past the range of symbolic description, 
we move past the range of intelligibility. Language is like a tour guide who can 
show you around Prague. No matter how good the guide, you still need to tour 
Prague.

On a common sense level, most of us grasp that when a dictionary defines a 
colour by citing other colours, its accomplishment is partial. The Jacksonian 
insight—present in Russell and developed by recent phenomenal concept strate-
gists—is that symbols without indices are empty. Peircean semiotics takes this 
insight further by holding that indices without icons are empty. Papineau heeds the 
moral regarding the insufficiency of descriptions, adds to it a novel recognition of 
acquaintance’s insufficiency with respect to qualities, and then tries to construct a 
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model that could remedy this. The success of his positive suggestions is partial, but 
his desiderata are on target. In a coloured world, iconicity trumps indexicality as a 
more plausible way to explain reference to phenomenal experience(s).

4.4  Focusing on What Matters

I do not think that, before her exposure, Mary could use her exhaustive neurophysio-
logical premises to draw a conclusion about the qualitative feel of a colour. Yet, even 
if we allow that Mary could somehow transmute her knowledge of quantities like 
wavelengths into a knowledge of colour tones (following the suggestion in Dennett 
1991, 399–401), she would still have to pick out the right tokens to prove her mastery 
of colour concepts to her peers. Therefore, the question of reference does not go away 
(especially for the “heterophenomenology” championed by Dennett).

When Mary exits her black and white confines, the world provides her with the 
exemplars needed to prompt and convey the relevant experiences. So, suppose that, 
coming face to face with a red thing for the first time, she utters “This is what red 
looks like.” On my analysis, her sentence involves symbolic, indexical, and iconic 
reference. The symbolic component is most obvious in the linguistic association 
that makes “red” stand for red. The indexical component, roughly captured by 
“this,” tracks the things that prompt the qualitative experiences she wants to elicit in 
others (Chemero 2006, 64). These symbolic and indexical components are rela-
tively well understood. However, the iconic component of Mary’s utterance, roughly 
captured by “looks like,” is far less understood. Even so, there is a growing sense 
that, without some sort of qualitative conveyance, Mary’s demonstrative appeal will 
not fully succeed. I am trying to clarify this last step.

Let us assume for the sake of argument that the linguistic and gestural signs emit-
ted by people are available to you, but that their minds are hidden. As Edmond 
Wright (2008) points out, mutual trust can quickly seal this divide. Instead of cast-
ing me as zombie for whom “all is dark inside” (Chalmers 1996, 96), you can decide 
to believe what I say when I report experiencing a colour. My prescissive analysis 
cannot eliminate this need for mutual trust, because focusing on a specific quality is 
a voluntary act. Of course, in order to verify whether convergence on a shared qual-
ity has been achieved, we have to start talking and gesturing again. Indeed, “when I 
describe this consciousness as the idea of a quality in itself, I merely, by the laws of 
speech, am forced to seize upon the character of separateness in order to let another 
person know what sort of consciousness I have in view” (Peirce 1931–58, 6.230). 
But, when the showing and telling is done right, subjects can genuinely appreciate 
what it’s like for each other to enjoy a given phenomenal experience.

Seen in this light, symbols and indices are devices that fine-tune the coupling of 
two people’s experiences. The better the fine-tuning, the less the epistemic risk. 
Papineau (2002, 66–67) doubts that an indexical construction like “This feeling” 
can select a specific quality in the manifold stream of consciousness. But, in a suf-
ficiently impoverished setting, there is not much there to be wrong about. It would 
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be gratuitous, for instance, for two people to stand in the vast white expanse of the 
science-fiction movie THX 1138 and doubt that the other person is experiencing 
white too. The people in that setting would appreciate their shared experience by 
looking outward, not inward, so an account of qualitative experience does not nec-
essarily have to depend on introspection (Delaney 1979).

Coming close to this account, Papineau writes that the “characteristic feature [of 
phenomenal thoughts] is that the conscious referent itself is involved in the vehicle 
of thought” (2006, 104). This unique feature of icons is brought out by the much- 
discussed transparency argument (Harman 1990; Tye 2002). Usually, in the trans-
parency argument, one is told to pick a thing in one’s surroundings and to 
“concentrate as hard as you can, not on the colours of the objects, but on the quality 
of your experience of those colours” (Carruthers 2000, 123). Yet, if one truly fol-
lows those instructions and “concentrates” on a colour, one can no longer contrast 
that quality with whatever other colour(s) delimit(s) it. So, unless one wishes to 
explicitly defend gestaltist commitments, the usual set-up is worded somewhat 
carelessly.

Despite changes in terminology, the terms of the current debate are essentially 
those captured in Searle (1983, 59): either a vehicle intervenes, in which case it 
blocks access to the object; or access to the object is achieved, in which case no 
vehicle intervened (Kind 2010). In my view, what the transparency argument estab-
lishes is that one would be impotent to tell whether the qualitative experience one 
undergoes is “internal” or “external” to one. Indeed, under the stringent exclusion-
ary conditions just outlined, it would be just as reasonable to interpret a coloured 
expanse as an opaque screen as it is to interpret it as some physical object transpar-
ently present before one (Ransdell 1979). What deserves endorsement, then, is not 
one of these two glosses, but an agnostic mid-way, since both options are equally 
viable (until and unless further experience is allowed to enter the picture).

Take the example of a blue tone. As Peirce pointed out, there is nothing in this 
quality that mandates the existence of another quality. Speaking strictly as a logi-
cian, Peirce wrote that “[t]o suppose […] that there is a flow of time, or any degree 
of vividness, be it high or low, seems to me quite as uncalled for as to suppose that 
there is freedom of the press or a magnetic field” (1931–58, 1.305). Hence, strange 
as it may seem, “it is conceivable, or supposable, that the quality of blue should 
usurp the whole mind […]” (Peirce 1992, 290). Peirce insists that this supposition 
of absence can be performed around any quality. In what is perhaps the most radical 
move of his diagrammatic logic, Peirce removed the rim of a Euler circle (Deledalle 
2000, 15). He explained his approach as follows: “We must begin by getting dia-
grammatic notions of signs from which we strip away, at first, all reference to the 
mind; and after we have made those ideas just as distinct as our notion of a prime 
number or of an oval line, we may then consider, if need be, what are the peculiar 
characteristics of a mental sign […]” (quoted in Colapietro 1989, 44). What, Peirce 
asked, remains of a Euler circle once its boundary is gone and its area spreads out 
without obstruction? The answer, Peirce held, is Firstness: a qualitative expanse that 
awaits further specification.
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William Seager notes that “[o]ne of the core intuitions about intrinsic properties 
is that they are the properties that things have ‘in themselves,’ the properties that 
something would retain even if it was the only thing in the universe” (2006, 141). If 
we consider blue as “the only thing in the universe,” it can hardly be called a “thing” 
anymore. That is why it is best characterized as a tone, not a token. It cannot be 
counted.

The blank sheet at the base of Peirce’s diagrammatic logic is so basic that it 
applies to philosophy of mind. As James notes, when considering a white paper 
without any contrasts, there is “no ‘pointing,’ but rather an all-round embracing of 
the paper by the thought” (1975, 31). Firstness is the canvass of all communication 
and cognition. It is also the bare minimum that arguing parties must accept if their 
disagreement is ever to be resolved (see Peirce 1931–58, 4.431; as well as Pietarinen 
2006, 60). Clearly, everything that is asserted can be asserted; everything that is 
thought can be thought. Thus, however bizarre it may seem, we have no basis for 
denying this modal pre-condition, because “[t]hat which underlies a phenomenon 
and determines it, thereby is, itself, in a measure, a phenomenon” (Peirce 1998, 2).

Since the unbounded expanse of Firstness is a ground that merely awaits sign- 
action, it cannot be communicated. Hence, if we want to be consistent, we have to 
concede that describing Firstness is, by definition, impossible:

Stop to think of it, and it has flown! What the world was to Adam on the day he opened his 
eyes to it, before he had drawn any distinctions, or had become conscious of his own exis-
tence,—that is first, present, immediate, fresh, new, initiative, original, spontaneous, free, 
vivid, conscious, and evanescent. Only, remember that every description of it must be false 
to it. (Peirce 1992, 248)

Wittgenstein (2002, 187) suggested that some of our most problematic intu-
itions—and deepest mystical sentiments—stem from our ability to conceive of a 
bounded whole. Interestingly, Keltner and Haidt (2003, 303–304) have identified 
the two main traits of religious awe as vastness and the need to mentally accom-
modate that vastness. If we are dealing with a quality deprived of all relational 
contrasts, we get vastness, but the need for accommodation cannot be met. Peircean 
Firstness can thus inspire theological speculations (see Slater 2016). Strictly 
 speaking though, no religious tenets follow from a commitment to Firstness. I may 
not be able to put into words the taste of pickled relish, but I do have to put a token 
spoonful of that condiment in a mouth to iconically convey what tone I mean. 
Hence, “[t]he ineffable is not something mystical or mysterious; it is merely that 
which evades description. It evades description, but it pervades experience” (Short 
2006, 171).

Of course, every sheet of paper that I have ever encountered had a rim. So, judged 
by induction, what Peirce says about Firstness is false. Yet, if one goes in the oppo-
site direction, by deduction, the claim that such complex facts can be prescissively 
decomposed seems to me undeniable. The subsumption of simplicity in complexity 
shows that, if an articulate musical symphony is possible, then so must be an “eter-
nally sounding and unvarying railway whistle” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.305). However, 
because “[p]rescission is not a reciprocal process” (Peirce 1992, 3), one cannot infer 
a musical symphony from a simple sound.
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Whereas Peircean iconicity engulfs the quality it refers to, Russellian acquain-
tance always keeps its object at bay. Peirce originated indices (see Atkin 2005; 
Sebeok 1990, 21), but Russell reworked the original notion, calling those signs 
“egocentric particulars” (Russell 1997a, 108–115). It was from Russell, not Peirce, 
that Perry got indexicality. Given the egocentricity, indices came to be seen as lin-
guistic devices “about where one is, when it is, and who one is” (Perry 1979, 5). The 
monadic merger at play in iconicity was thus eclipsed by the assumption that such 
Russell-style demonstratives are “the mother and father of all information-based 
thoughts” (Evans 2002, 145).

A symptomatic statement can help us appreciate the scope of the missed oppor-
tunities. Chalmers matches my negative claim that what is involved in phenomenal 
knowledge is not an index. He writes: “Mary’s thought involves attributing a certain 
substantive qualitative nature to an object that is identified demonstratively. The 
concept R—her qualitative concept of the sort of experience in question—is not a 
demonstrative concept at all […]” (Chalmers 2004, 185). However, Chalmers does 
not match my positive claim that what is involved is an icon. The closest he comes 
to reference by shared quality is when he invents a “direct phenomenal concept” 
(Chalmers 2010, 267). Pausing to take stock of what he has gleaned from his delib-
erations, Chalmers writes: “All this is to say that there is something intrinsically 
epistemic about experience. To have an experience is automatically to stand in some 
sort of intimate epistemic relation to the experience […]” (1996, 196–197). So far 
so good. Yet, Chalmers immediately adds: “[…]—a relation that we might call 
‘acquaintance’” (ibid., 197). Here, Chalmers takes a wrong turn. By using the 
Russellian label “acquaintance” and speaking of a “relation,” Chalmers (2010, 283–
291) inadvertently introduces a hiatus or gap between knower and known.

Galen Strawson takes the same wrong turn as Chalmers. Strawson comes close 
to iconicity when he observes that, in perceptual experience, “the having is the 
knowing” (2015, 219). Yet, Strawson immediately calls this “knowledge ‘by 
acquaintance’” (ibid.). That is not what acquaintance is. Today’s philosophers of 
mind want to capture a gap-free appreciation of qualitative content, but the original 
textual source could hardly be clearer: “I wish to preserve the dualism of subject and 
object in my terminology” (Russell 1910–11, 109). Paul Coates and Sam Coleman 
(2015, 5) are thus correct to identify the involvement of a two-term relation as a 
founding idea of the analytic tradition. This dualism has sometimes come under 
attack, but it has never been successfully replaced, so the notion of acquaintance 
resurfaces in the very attempts to correct it (see for example the “acquaintance rela-
tionalism” of Dorsch 2016). Eventually, one grows tired of the epicycles.

The point of switching to a Peircean paradigm is to explicitly make room for 
one-term relations from the start, under the rubric of Firstness. Strawson tries to 
achieve this with “presentation” (2015, 223). It has been tried before (see Gamble 
1997). However, Russell made it clear that “the word acquaintance is designed to 
emphasize, more than the word presentation, the relational character of the fact with 
which we are concerned” (1910–11, 109). To say that A is “related to” B is to for-
ever nudge B away from A, or at any rate ensure that A is never B (in the most 
demanding sense of “is”). Chalmers is simply working out a consequence of this 
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when he asserts that “experiences are not red in the same sense in which apples are 
red. Phenomenal redness (a property of experiences or of subjects of experience) is 
a different property from external redness (a property of external objects)” (2010, 
254). Although Chalmers thinks that “both are respectable properties in their own 
right” (2010, 254), his assumptions nevertheless leave him with two tokens to jux-
tapose: one “in here,” the other “out there.”

Presumably, one comes to know a token “out there” by means of a token “in 
here.” Yet, no matter how alike those tokens are, the thin space of numerical distinct-
ness between them is enough to cast doubt that one truly has referred to the quality 
in question. Chalmers is therefore right that a predicament like absent or inverted 
qualia “is occasionally found distasteful, but it is a natural consequence of the 
indexicality of the concept” employed to express phenomenal qualities (Chalmers 
1996, 205).

Although indexicality has its place in Peircean semiotics, that framework also 
countenances an ideal case where what is signifying and what is signified are one 
and the same. The distinctions that let us appreciate qualia are prescissive, so I have 
no wish to deny that, “[w]hen Mary says, ‘So this is what it is like!’, what she refers 
to will almost certainly be a physical property of a physical event” (Bigelow and 
Pargetter 2006, 377). Such physical presence would suddenly matter if, say, Mary 
were to use a red rose to indicate to her colleagues that she passed by the laboratory 
while they were gone. Indices, however, do not exhaust the referential repertoire, so 
a red rose can fulfil roles that turn on its intrinsic quality. Deliberate focus on such 
a quality does not erase the fact that a token is needed to see a tone—particulars 
must impinge upon our senses. But, given that similarity is not proximity, it is mis-
leading to claim in an unqualified way that “Reference to any x involves causal 
influence from x to the referential act” (Robinson 2008, 224).

Focusing on what matters (tone) does not always mean focusing on matter 
(tokens). This is why Peirce said that a quality “cannot actually act as a sign until it 
is embodied; but the embodiment has nothing to do with its character as a sign” 
(Peirce 1998, 291). In short, careful study of the conditions for the possibility of 
sign-action reveals a ground level where similarity becomes so pronounced that  
“[i]t is an affair of suchness only” (ibid., 163). When prescinding all the way to 
uncorrupted iconicity, we make ourselves unable to ascertain what is “inner” and 
what is “outer.” This means that, contrary to the view expressed by Chalmers, if one 
looks solely at a quality, experiences are red in the same sense in which apples are 
red. Let me now explore the consequences of this.
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Chapter 5
Seeing Things as They Are

Abstract In the previous chapter, I added similarity-based signs or icons to the 
standard menu of referential options. In this chapter, I want to explore the ramifica-
tions of this addition for perception. Peirce saw good reason to push his prescissive 
analysis of iconicity down to a single quality. I thus contrast his account with that of 
John Poinsot, a medieval philosopher who held that a sign always retains a slight 
distinction between the object it signifies and the vehicle that does the signifying. 
Because iconic merger gives us a way to vindicate ordinary perception, I favour 
Peirce’s stance. The resulting view goes against the claim, put forward by John 
Locke, that the “secondary” qualities we experience are mere figments. I therefore 
do my best to undermine that Lockean worldview. Although some philosophers 
believe that putting qualities back into the world results in panpsychism, I try to find 
a less far-fetched way to express this.

5.1  Peirce’s Merger Versus Poinsot’s Buffer

A sign is composed of a sign-vehicle, an object, and an interpretation. All the parts 
of this triad are needed for the sign to refer. Even so, those three parts hang together 
in a specific ordinal arrangement, so it is by supposing some of them absent that we 
arrive at the symbol/index/icon distinction.

For the symbol, if one deletes the interpretation, then the sign as a whole can no 
longer refer, since interpretation is all that binds the sign-vehicle and the object 
together (the “deletion” here is simply a prescissive supposition of one thing with-
out another). For the index, if one deletes the interpretation, then the sign-vehicle 
and the object will remain factually connected, so one needs to delete the object as 
well in order to extinguish the link that sustains the reference. For the icon, the 
interpretation and the object can both be deleted and still the sign-vehicle retains its 
power to refer, because the sign-vehicle’s very quality is what ensures its iconic 
ability.

I want to focus on iconicity, not because it is somehow more important than the 
other modes of reference, but because its unique character is at the root of many 
confusions regarding conscious experience. Since an icon stands for its object in 
virtue of (inherently) resembling that object, it gives rise to a tension. We can 
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 imagine, at one extreme, a situation where the relata at hand resemble each other so 
completely that they are in fact one and the same. This is problematic because, in 
such a case, it would make little sense to speak of a “resemblance.”

Twin constraints thus seem to govern iconic representation. On the one hand, the 
relata at hand cannot be so dissimilar that they are radically alien from each other. 
Generalizing this, we arrive at Sir William Hamilton’s law of homogeneity, which 
states that “things most unlike must in some respects be like” (Runes 1980, 129). If 
two (or more) objects are seen to be similar, then the extreme case of such an experi-
ence would be that of a complete likeness, merging two things into one. This leads 
to a concomitant constraint, which is that a given similarity cannot be so pronounced 
that it effectively collapses the relation between the tokens. Minimally, a split or 
hiatus must intervene for an iconic bond to be put to use. Accordingly, Hamilton’s 
law of homogeneity must be coupled with the law of heterogeneity, which states 
that “things the most homogeneous [or] similar […] must in certain respects be 
heterogeneous [or] dissimilar” (Runes 1980, 126). Sign-vehicle and object must 
therefore  remain distinct, otherwise they will melt into an undifferentiated unity 
(indices and symbols are spared this fate, insofar as causal interaction and conven-
tional association both ensure the required rupture).

The following may help to illustrate what is at stake. I am in this room right now. 
Yet, those surroundings are nevertheless not “in” my mind. The scene I am enjoying 
from a first-person perspective is therefore, in some sense, a surrogate or stand-in 
for the genuine article. I want to hold on to this truth. Nevertheless, I am not trapped 
in some sort of theatre and, so far as I can tell, the experiential display before me is 
an accurate representation of its object. At the very least, whatever speculative wor-
ries might cause me to doubt this would have to be imported from somewhere else. 
Indeed, if I abide by phenomenological honesty, I have to grant that the experiences 
I am enjoying are enough “like” their objects to license my confidence that those 
episodes are a sign of worldly things in a richer and more demanding way than my 
mere imputation. I do not take the initiative to bind a first-person spectacle with an 
extra-mental reality. On the contrary, the perceptual signs are motivated in such a 
way that I do not, by my very act of judgement, bring the likeness into being, but I 
merely add an explicit grasp to a mind-independent relation that was already there. 
However, I do not want this to mean that because I have a given thing before me, I 
own it outright. I don’t—and my non-inferential access to it, no matter how thor-
ough and convincing, must never erase that fact. The worldly thing escapes my 
grasp and gaze by the fact that it is not me. Short-lived episodes of surprise remind 
me of this (Champagne 2015).

In his Tractatus de Signis, the medieval philosopher of signs John Poinsot explic-
itly considers this tension between sameness and difference in iconicity. Poinsot’s 
Thomistic tradition held that, unless we make our concepts the targets of higher- 
order reflection, those concepts will efface themselves in regular experience 
(Dalcourt 1994, 6; Furton 1997, 72, 121). This is because the sign-vehicles spawned 
by the mind do not work like the sign-vehicles crafted by the hand. “The squeak is 
physical sound, and the written word is ink on paper. Their signifying function is 
incidental to their physical being. But a concept does nothing but signify” (Wild 
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1947, 226). Yet, if one agrees with this account, it becomes difficult to justify the 
contribution of a concept in the first place. Hence, in the course of his inquiry into 
“what conditions are required for something to be a sign” (Poinsot 2013, 218), 
Poinsot comes to the conclusion that:

[T]he more a representation is one with the thing represented, the better and more effica-
cious is the representation. Yet no matter how perfect, a concept in us does not attain to 
identity with the represented, because it never attains to this, that it represents itself, but 
[always rather] another than itself, because it always functions as something vicarious in 
respect of an object; it always retains a distinction, therefore, between the thing signified 
and itself signifying. (Poinsot 2013, 228)

Voicing the caveat that such differentiation does not apply to divine revelation (ibid., 
233), Poinsot contends that, in all other instances of semiotic mediation, iconic like-
ness is never complete—and this, as a matter of principle.

Essentially, Poinsot wants to taint similarity so that a can never stand for a, since 
the shortcut of simply contemplating a would annul the “standing for” relation. Call 
this “Poinsot’s buffer.” It requires that “a sign must be more known and more mani-
fest than the significate in the representing, so that in being and in knowable ratio-
nale it is dissimilar and [unequal or] subsidiary to that significate” (2013, 217; the 
square brackets are by the translator). Going over this sentence carefully, the three 
criteria adopted by Poinsot are that, compared to its object, the sign-vehicle must be 
(1) more known (manifestius), (2) subordinate or less perfect (inferius), and (3) 
 dissimilar (dissimile).

Although “the criterion that the sign be more known than the signified is clearly 
what troubles John [Poinsot]” (Furton 1995, 126), I can see why criterion (1) would 
hold. The “subordination” in (2) seems to be a corollary of (1). However, I think 
criterion (3) about minimal dissimilarity ultimately undermines Poinsot’s realist 
aspirations. Let me explain why.

Given that human minds can roam across particular locations, Poinsot reasoned 
that sense impressions, which last only so long, must supply information that sur-
vives brief acts of delivery (see Marmo 1987, 117). Indeed, “the sense, by means of 
the bodily organs, receives a precise impression or image of the sensible qualities, 
which is impressed directly on the organs” (Pellerey 1989, 87). This is reminiscent 
of David Papineau’s claim that, when a subject undergoes novel experiences, her 
brain acquires a “stored sensory template” (2003, 359). The moment this happens, 
the mental content at hand becomes a sign of the thing(s) that spawned it. Because 
the transmission of contents across the various faculties (Fodor 1983) is thereafter 
sustained by forces which we would today describe in a neuroscientific idiom, there 
is a temptation to understand all cognitive processes solely in terms of efficient 
causation. In the Thomistic account, though, “[t]he sequence of signs from sensible 
reality to abstract concepts is founded on the validity of the Similitude and on the 
necessity of the cause-effect relation” affecting our sense organs and brain (Pellerey 
1989, 103). Indexicality and iconicity both have a role to play in this account.

Following Aristotle (1993, 42–43), we can use an analogy with a seal of wax to 
explain how the contents acquired by sensation involve both an iconic and indexical 
component. The hard seal and malleable substance must at some point collide, so in 
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that respect one can be taken as the index of the other. Still, the wax, once impressed, 
is an icon of the convex seal and can therefore continue to stand for that object even 
when detached from its original causal encounter (see Poinsot 2013, 254–255).

Medieval philosophers used this analogy with wax to solve what Peter King 
(1994) calls “the problem of transduction.” A transducer is “a stimulus-bound com-
ponent” that is “data-driven by its environment” (Pylyshyn 1984, 154). An every-
day example of a transducer would be a microphone, which turns sound waves into 
electrical currents (a loudspeaker essentially does the same, in reverse). What is so 
philosophically interesting about such a device is that, despite the obvious differ-
ence between sound waves and electrical currents, something is preserved. Indeed, 
it is this preservation that prompts us to describe the electricity, not just as a current, 
but as an electrical signal.

Importantly, induction lets information flow without any symbolic processing. 
For instance, the taste receptors that cover the tongue are activated by purely chemi-
cal means. Chemical receptor sites are more sophisticated than a malleable wax 
surface or a microphone. Even so, transducers are “computationally primitive in the 
sense that their internal operation is not considered a rule-governed computation; 
they are simply performed, or, ‘instantiated,’ by properties of the biological sub-
strate in a manner not requiring the postulation of internal representations” 
(Pylyshyn 1984, 154). There is no homunculus in the tongue who somehow “trans-
lates” chemical structures into tastes (to evoke Searle 1980). This explains why 
devices like microphones or loudspeakers break down far less often than computer 
hard drives.

Despite this lack of translation (or interpretation generally), we have to counte-
nance something that is passed along in the causal encounter, otherwise we would 
reduce sensation to nothing more than a brute impact between two things. Indeed, if 
two incorruptible slabs of marble were to strike each other without making any 
scratch and then resume their previous positions, the short-lived event would not 
allow for transduction. Aristotle therefore had good reason to pick wax as his exam-
ple. There might be varying degrees of fidelity in the information that is passed 
along. But, if the signet-ring has, say, an S-shape on it, then transduction ensures 
that the wax will take on, if not an identical S shape, then at least an S-like shape.

One consequence of this iconic fidelity is that, when a transducer is functioning 
properly, one can reliably infer its inputs merely by knowing its outputs. However, 
in keeping with the idea that icons and indices survive the deletion of interpretants, 
inferences are not what hold together transduction. For instance, one can tell, merely 
by considering a microphone’s electrical signal, whether a person was singing softly 
or loudly. But, crucially, one’s ability to make this inference is not what converts 
specific rates of airwaves into matching rates of electrons. The inferences thus pig-
gyback on a non-inferential process.

There is no denying that, like the seal pressed on the wax (or the wax pressed on 
the seal?), our experience of the world involves impacts of sorts. To that extent, 
sensation is indexical. Poinsot has no problem with this. However, iconicity gives 
him pause, because an icon that would be too pronounced would fail to be a sign. 
Yet, if the stand-ins that result from situated impacts can also link minds to the 
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world in virtue of their very quality, why would anyone committed to realism refuse 
this?

I think that what prompts Poinsot to add his dissimile clause is Aquinas’ thesis 
that “[a]lthough it is necessary for the truth of cognition that the cognition answer 
to the thing known, still it is not necessary that the mode of the thing known be the 
same as the mode of its cognition” (Summa Contra Gentiles; translated by 
Rasmussen 1994, 417). A default recommendation to tease these two elements apart 
can certainly benefit inquiry in most instances. The problem, however, is that in 
iconicity what we know is precisely how we came to know it.

Peircean semiotics allows us to make sense of this. Peirce did not know of 
Poinsot’s writings, but he knew the medieval philosophical literature quite well 
(Boler 2004; Beuchot and Deely 1995; Tiercelin 2006). Indeed, “[w]hatever agree-
ment we find between Peirce and Poinsot is based upon them independently discov-
ering the same things about the nature of thought-signs” (Maroosis 2003, 157–158). 
Poinsot and Peirce thus partake (from afar) in a common semiotic project. “If C. S. 
Peirce can be said to give us a chemistry of […] sign compounds, John Poinsot, 
suitably revised, gives us the basic physical laws of motion that bring sign, object, 
and mind into relation” (Murphy 1994, 569).

Peirce agrees with Poinsot that, since a sign stands for something else, “one and 
the same thing never represents itself; for this identity cancels the rationale of a 
sign” (Poinsot 2013, 234). In fact, in manuscripts that have only recently been pub-
lished, Peirce contemplates the same problem addressed by Poinsot—and comes 
near to giving the same answer: “If it were in all respects a perfect icon it would be 
indistinguishable from and for all intents and purposes the very same thing as its 
Object. It thus seems to be of the very essence of an icon that it should not be perfect 
[…]” (Peirce 2015a, 658). Interestingly though, Peirce differs from Poinsot by mak-
ing room for a complete merger in what he called “Firstness,” which is the state one 
gets when one subtracts a relation between relata so as to obtain only a lone relatum 
(the term “relatum” thus becoming a misnomer). As a logician, Peirce (1998, 186–
194) accepts that the triadic relations involved in semiosis must subsume simpler 
(dyadic and monadic) ones—even if this means that, below a certain point, there 
cannot properly be a sign (Santaella 2003, 49–50).

The disagreement between these major historical figures, then, turns on whether 
semiotic theory should countenance such a state of unbroken unity, or whether it 
should make division-into-two the most basic situation attainable. Poinsot thinks 
that, in analyzing the sign, we should stop at two things, before a merger between 
sign-vehicle and object is reached. Peirce thinks that we should push our analysis all 
the way down to one, where there is a merger. I favour Peirce’s stance.

Although Peirce develops a distinct phenomenology, the notion of the “phenom-
enal” suggests a “phenomenalism” which he, as a scientific realist, found repugnant 
(see Ransdell 1978). Qualia, in his system, do not occlude the world. On the con-
trary, because they have an inalienable iconic power, qualia can reveal the world. I 
thus believe that, properly handled, Peirce’s account can demystify Aristotle’s claim 
that, when things go well, “knowledge is identical with its object” (1993, 60).
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There is more at stake here than individual knowledge. In Chap. 4, I argued that 
two people in a vast white expanse can use prescission properly to experience the 
same colour tone. If, however, our semiotic constitution is such that we can approxi-
mate but never fully match a given quality, then we can never use this quality to 
fully share our state(s) of mind (see O’Dea 2002, 177). We may use indices to 
ensure that our behaviours and utterances co-vary, but trying to achieve genuine 
empathy and agreement  by jointly attending to evidence becomes an inherently 
flawed aspiration. This would be a major concession.

Now, a standard approach to truth sees it as consisting of truth-bearers on one 
side, truth-makers on the other side, and a truth-relation between the two. Whatever 
“truth” we get in iconic reference reminds us not to take this model for granted, 
since in our most proximate experiential dealings with objects, truth-bearer and 
truth-maker are one. Indeed, correspondence theories of truth can involve either 
“correlation” or “congruence” (see Kirkham 1997, 119–120). Congruence uses 
similarity, but correlation does not require that the veridical correspondence involve 
any kind of isomorphism between truth-bearer and truth-maker. Poinsot espouses 
correspondence as correlation, whereas Peirce thinks that correlation can subsume 
congruence.

Peirce’s argument could be put like this. If any two objects X and Y are similar 
in some respect, then X should possess that “respect” all on its own. Hence, were Y 
to vanish, X would retain the feature that made a comparison by similarity possible. 
Obviously, this applies to Y too. Yet, when we focus only on the relevant quality, we 
make ourselves unable to ascertain whether it is X or Y that is the quality’s bearer. 
Hence, at the proper level of analysis, whatever makes Y and X similar to each other 
is indifferent to where it is found. This means that one should not worry about 
(much less accuse theorists of) conflating physical presence and cognitive presence 
(Levine 2007, 163) since, at the proper level of analysis, there is simply nothing to 
“conflate.”

This may be what Peirce’s friend William James had in mind when he noted that, 
approached from a certain perspective, “the sensation as ‘sign’ and the sensation as 
‘object’ coalesce into one, and there is no contrast between them” (2007, 243). Like 
the empty Sheet of Assertion of Peirce’s diagrammatic logic (Peirce 2015b, 900), 
James invites us to consider a white sheet of paper and note that, looking only at that 
unbounded expanse of colour, “[t]he thought-stuff and the thing-stuff are here indis-
tinguishably the same in nature […]” (1975, 31). In the current philosophy of mind 
literature, Matjaž Potrč defends something similar when he argues that conscious 
experience presupposes an “original intertwinedness” of subject and object (2008, 
110–111). I believe a tenable account of consciousness should countenance such an 
iconic bond.

The basic idea motivating Poinsot’s buffer remains correct: lack of difference 
does indeed rob the minimal relation (and sense of direction) that allows us to prop-
erly call something a sign. But, as a logician specialized in cataloguing relations, 
Peirce recognized that the complex triadic relations involved in semiosis subsume 
simpler (dyadic and monadic) ones. Hence, there should be no logical obstacle to 
supposing some parts of the sign absent.
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Most of the confusion regarding phenomenal qualia in philosophy of mind stems 
from the fact that such abstract deletions can be carried past the point of numerical 
distinctness. In the most impoverished state, signification (and thus cognition) van-
ishes. A quality would stand for anything like it, but that potential lies dormant if all 
we have before us is the quality itself. In that regard, icons are transparent and 
opaque, depending on how we view the situation. This vacillating semiotic/non- 
semiotic status is rendered soluble by keeping track of how many things one is 
countenancing in a given analysis. The Peircean category of Firstness is meant to 
remind us that, with one sign-vehicle in complete isolation, there can be no 
sign-action.

When, for whatever reason, the stream of consciousness which associates one 
thought to another ceases and is submerged in a unique thought, the referential 
potency inherent in that paused qualitative state cannot be actualized. To actually 
refer, something else must enter the picture. Peirce writes that “in contemplating a 
painting, there is a moment when we lose the consciousness that it is not the thing, 
the distinction of the real and the copy disappears […]. At that moment we are con-
templating an icon” (1931–58, 3.362). This is the state I am in when I transparently 
take my experience to be what is experienced, when I partake of my environment so 
completely that I lose it and myself.

Of course, aside from pharmaceutically-induced vegetative states, such a qualita-
tive merger of “I” and “it” is rarely consummated; otherwise, as Poinsot put it, this 
“cancels the rationale” of the sign (2013, 234). Still, Peirce is distinguished from 
Poinsot in making allowances for this possibility. Indeed, Peirce concludes that, in 
theory, pure “[i]cons are so completely substituted for their objects as hardly to be 
distinguished from them” (1931–58, 3.362). In short, careful study of the conditions 
for the possibility of signification reveals a ground-level where similarity becomes 
so pronounced that it eradicates that with which the quality is similar. Putting these 
results in the technical terms used earlier, we could say that while actual sign-action 
is indeed constrained by Hamilton’s twin laws of homogeneity and heterogeneity, 
such actual semiosis logically implies a possible semiosis free from the constraint 
of heterogeneity.

Poinsot holds that “a sign must be dissimilar [to its significate], […] otherwise, 
if it is equally manifest, there is no reason for this to be a sign of one thing rather 
than a sign of some other thing […]” (2013, 218; the square brackets are by the 
translator). If, however, the ground of any experience is likeness to the point of 
complete merger, then when one subtracts the divide between sign-vehicle and 
object, one obtains a communion between knower and known that is as close as 
close can be (Ransdell 1979).

Do Poinsot and Peirce really differ on this point? John Deely suggests that the 
Latin term of idolum that we find in Poinsot is analogous to the contemporary 
Peircean notion of icon (Deely 1982, 115; see also his footnote in Poinsot 2013, 
241). However, since Poinsot’s system does not contain anything analogous to 
Peirce’s category of Firstness, I am not entirely convinced that their respective texts 
support the agreement that Deely and others (e.g., Maroosis 2003, 160) look for. I 
think the closest Poinsot comes to a pure icon in his Tractatus de Signis is when he 
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mentions (only once) a similitudo virtualis (Poinsot 2013, 258), which is presum-
ably the modally prior “principle whence arises a formal similitude and formal 
awareness” (ibid., 258; emphasis in original). However, the term “virtual” will not 
be helpful until it is unpacked into something more tangible. The Peircean analysis 
does just that: to be an icon is to enjoy a monadic relation with an object, which is 
to say no relation at all.

Poinsot, as I mentioned, exempted a privileged subset of cases from his buffer. 
Specifically, he held that “the Divine Word is excluded from the rationale of sign” 
(2013, 233) because it supposedly “attains to identity with the represented divine 
essence” (ibid., 228). Lifting the buffer was intended to spare scriptures and sacra-
ments from being mere symbols. Interestingly, Joseph Ransdell (2003, 229–231) 
speculated that the present discomforts regarding iconicity might be a hold-over of 
religious controversies. Are there any religious implications in the idea of iconicity? 
Mark Johnston (1992) proposed the term “revelation” to capture our direct appre-
ciation of qualities like colours. That choice of word certainly courts non-secular 
readings. However, all that Johnston wants to convey is that “[t]he intrinsic nature 
of canary yellow is fully revealed by a standard visual experience as [sic] of a canary 
yellow thing” (1992, 223). Surely this is not far-fetched.

Of course, on the prescissive analysis I have championed, focusing on a yellow 
quality at the expense of all relations is by no means a “standard” activity. To get 
there, one must artificially trim away quite a bit of lived experience. Still, given that 
the qualitative unity we find in iconic signs logically underpins the human cognitive 
situation as a whole, I have endeavoured to account for it in a way that does not veer 
into philosophical (much less theological) extravagance.

I should underscore just how close Poinsot’s semiotic hugs the asymptotic limit 
of complete likeness. He acknowledges that “in intentional or representative exis-
tence the formal sign is said to make one thing with the object, not only as do those 
things which coincide in one common rationale, but rather because it totally con-
tains and represents the numerically same being that is in another” (2013, 233–234). 
But, he immediately adds: “this fact itself supposes that the representing and the 
represented are distinct […]” (ibid., 234). If Poinsot’s buffer is in place, then strictly 
speaking his secular philosophy of signs does not contain any icons, only symbols 
and indices. Very similar indices perhaps, but indices nonetheless.

I think that, by preserving a minimal qualitative dissimilarity between mind and 
world, Poinsot deprives the semiotician’s quiver of a useful arrow. One of the tenets 
of Poinsot’s account is that, insofar as it acts as a sign, a concept “as such does not 
stand in need of some scheme, linguistic or otherwise, to relate it to reality” 
(Rasmussen 1994, 410). I agree. However, I side with Peirce in holding that this is 
because, on some level, a sign-vehicle just is its object. A lot of things fall into place 
once we realize this. Indeed,

We may understand Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment in Peircean semiotic 
terms as an attempt to place the full burden of representing reality onto indexical signs. This 
leads philosophers with realist sympathies to feel they need to ask a raft of questions of the 
form: “Does term X [e.g. ethical or aesthetic predicates, number-terms…] denote a real 
object?” If we recall that indexical signs pick out sign-independent particulars, it often 
seems hard to answer “yes” to this question for key terms in manifestly important human 
discourses […]. (Legg 2013, 16)
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Qualia are not captured by indexical signs, so they are a casualty of this assumption. 
I think, though, that “any project of explanation that applies to consciousness the 
empirical methodology of the experimental sciences risks falsifying or omitting 
entirely the interpretive kind of access that we have to our own consciousness […]” 
(Livingston 2004, 229). Enlarging the menu of referential options to include icons 
is one way of avoiding this omission.

Icons are ideal informational transducers because they involve no transduction; 
“[a]nd this means that philosophers do not have the task of explaining how we get 
from our experience to its external object” (Hookway 2007, 68). This lets us reject 
the view, expressed by Bertrand Russell, that “[t]he starry heaven that we know in 
visual sensation is inside us” whereas “[t]he external starry heaven that we believe 
in is inferred” (2015, 57). We can see things as they are.

Interestingly, a similar conclusion is currently being reached in analytic discus-
sions. In a statement that comes very close to iconicity, Papineau observes that “in 
phenomenal thought the conscious referent seems to be present in the thinking 
itself, without any veil between subject and object” (2006, 104–105). One notable 
consequence of this is that “[w]hat it’s like to focus phenomenally on your visual 
experience of the bird is no different from what it’s like to see the bird” (Papineau 
2007, 124). I could not agree more. However, the Russellian in Papineau soon wakes 
up, so he discards these results out of some prior conviction that “[p]henomenal 
thoughts do not have any magical power to reach out and grasp their objects trans-
parently” (Papineau 2006, 105).

I do not detect any magic here. Papineau’s incredulity arises only on the assump-
tion that “[p]henomenal thoughts, just like any other intentional states, gain their 
referential powers from causal and historical relations” (2006, 105). If there is any 
moral that I hope to impart in this book, it is that not all modes of reference conform 
to this causal model.

5.2  Un-Lockeing a Coloured World

The pure icon discussed in the previous section is a theoretical ideal—the asymptote 
of a likeness bereft of any alterity (qualitative and numerical). It nevertheless gives 
us a way of picturing knowledge at its best. Error is possible. But, on the view I 
advocate, “there is no ontological gap between the sort of thing one can mean, or 
generally the sort of thing one can think, and the sort of thing that can be the case. 
When one thinks truly, what one thinks is what is the case” (McDowell 1996, 27; 
see Dodd 1995). Schooling in philosophy can make this direct realism look san-
guine, but in truth it brings thinking back to where we started. Indeed, “[a]sk a child 
where the green of the lawn is and he will point out the lawn […] not to the eye or 
head of the viewer” (Stroud-Drinkwater 1994, 347; see Kelley 1988; Allen 2016).

Peirce’s iconic merger can vindicate this common sense view. However, “the 
most popular opinion, at any rate among color scientists, may well be the view that 
nothing is colored—at least not physical objects in the perceiver’s environment, like 
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tomatoes” (Byrne and Hilbert 2003, 3). It seems that, somewhere along the way, 
inquiry has strayed from what Wilfrid Sellars (1991, 1–40) called the “manifest 
image.”

This distrust of qualitative experience owes much to John Locke. Locke invented 
the word semiotics (Deely 2003), but he also invented the inverted spectrum (Locke 
1825, 279–280) and, according to some (e.g., Balibar 2013), he invented conscious-
ness too. Now, John Deely has repeatedly warned that Locke is an ambivalent his-
torical figure, since there is an “antinomy between the actual point of view adopted 
at the beginning for the Essay as a whole and the possible point of view proposed at 
its conclusion” (1990, 114; see also Deely 1994). Let me therefore focus on one 
salient tension between empiricism and philosophy of signs, namely Locke’s demo-
tion of qualities like colours, smells, and tastes to a “secondary” status.

Locke claimed that solidity, extension, figure, motion, rest, and number “really 
exist in the [physical] bodies themselves;” but he held that feelings like sweet, blue, 
and warm “have no resemblance of them at all” (1825, 76). This division follows 
from the view that anything real must, at bottom, be composed of “atomicules [that] 
all alike act mechanically upon one another according to one fixed law of force” 
(Peirce 1998, 186). Such causal events are held to have a basis in fact, “[b]ut as for 
Qualities, they are supposed to be in consciousness merely, with nothing in the real 
thing to correspond to them […]” (ibid., 187). Locke’s account of consciousness 
requires a fair bit of reconstruction (Weinberg 2016). Still, if Locke is right that 
many of the qualities we experience are suspect, then that does not bode well for 
iconicity, since that mode of reference employs colours and smells just as easily as 
it employs shapes. Since I do not regard any experiential quality as suspect, I want 
to reinstate the experiences expelled by Locke’s account. To do that, I will use his-
torical criticisms and philosophical arguments. Let me begin with the historical 
criticisms.

Locke cordoned off experiential qualities because, no matter how obvious they 
may seem to us, they were not mentioned by the physicists of his time. Like W. V. 
O. Quine (1966, 151), who proclaimed that “philosophy of science is philosophy 
enough,” Locke held that “it is ambition enough to be employed as an under-labourer 
in clearing the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way 
to knowledge” (1825, x–xi). Yet, Locke never actually argued for this deferral. That 
the scientific theories of his time were thriving was presumably enough to motivate 
Locke’s meta-philosophical stance. Surely, if one is going to assign philosophy a 
subordinate role, the demotion requires some justification.

Be that as it may, the Lockean vision of “a world made out of ultimate little 
things and collisions amongst them” (Ladyman et al. 2007, 23) continues to figure 
prominently in philosophy of mind. Frank Jackson, for example, claims that all our 
knowledge of the mind “comes back to causal impacts of the right kinds” (2004, 
418). Yet, if everything the mind knows comes by way of collisions between two 
things (i.e., Secondness), then it follows that qualities considered apart from all 
other things (i.e., Firstness) will appear suspect. I do not want to let go of the idea 
that perception involves at least two things (usually a perceiving subject and a per-
ceived object). Still, I am trying to call attention to another possibility, where seeing 
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something is being one with that thing. If the vocabulary of “being one with” seems 
strange or high flown, then that just goes to show how much revisionist work is 
needed.

Peirce was aware that many follow Locke in taking physics as their metaphysics. 
As he notes, “[Henri] Poincaré would have us write down the equations of hydrody-
namics and stop there” (Peirce 1998, 187). Like Locke, Peirce admired natural sci-
ence. Unlike Locke though, Peirce believed that natural science needs to countenance 
formal causes alongside efficient causes. For Locke, it is “manifestly by impulse” 
that ideas are produced in us (1825, 75). For Peirce, this is not at all obvious. In what 
has been described as his most “scholastic” passage (Deely 2009, 268), Peirce wrote 
that “[t]hat which is communicated from Object through the Sign to the Interpretant 
is a Form” (Peirce 1998, 544n22). Causality may be central to perception, but it is 
not the only way that minds can be tethered to the world.

Medieval philosophers distinguished three senses of sameness, “namely, identity 
(sameness in substance), equality (sameness in quantity), and similarity (sameness 
in quality)” (King 1994, 131n12). Locke knew of this scholastic account (see 
Jacovides 1999, 463), but he clearly distrusted sameness in quality. So, whereas I 
stress the centrality of iconicity in uniting mind and world, Locke introduced his 
distinction between primary and secondary qualities “so we may not think (as per-
haps usually is done) that [our ideas] are exactly the images and resemblances of 
something inherent in the subject; most of those of sensation being in the mind no 
more the likeness of something existing without us […]” (1825, 74). However, 
Locke never tells us why we need to be saved from the supposedly quite wrong 
belief in mind-world likeness. Since, by his own admission, Locke cannot get 
behind the appearances to check how things really are, one is left wondering what 
licenses his confidence about a lack of similarity. One cannot infer from the premise 
that “most” ideas do not resemble external things to a conclusion that none resemble 
them.

Locke did not make this fallacious inference outright, since he granted that some 
of our ideas get to enjoy such a resemblance. Indeed, “[w]hatever Locke means by 
‘resemblance,’ the relation is one of the two ways that he believes that ideas can 
represent external objects. The other way is by brute causal connection” (Jacovides 
2007, 107). This looks like the enlarged semiotic repertoire that I defend in this 
book. The only problem, though, is that Locke lets only “primary” qualities enjoy a 
resemblance to their objects. So, if one takes the idea yellow triangle, one can trust 
that the triangularity resembles something out there, but the yellowness is met with 
distrust.

Locke likely got this distrust of “secondary” qualities from Galileo (see Aho 
2014, 94–97). However, Galileo’s distinction is arguably a reinvention of the scho-
lastic distinction between “common” and “proper” sensibles. We rarely use that 
medieval jargon today, but it is worth revisiting. Proper sensibles (like the taste of 
chocolate) can be detected by one sense alone, whereas common sensibles (like the 
rectangular shape of a chocolate bar) can be detected by more than one sense (in the 
case of rectangles, by sight and touch). It is important to underscore, however, that 
this scholastic distinction does not entail any skepticism. Proper sensibles can be 
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verified, they just cannot be cross-verified by other senses. Hence, scholastic think-
ers used the possibility of redundancy to sort experiences, but there was never any 
question that we experience the full range of experiences, tastes and colours 
included.

As the notion of common sensibles shows, different senses can sometimes over-
lap in what they tell us. However, it is unclear to me why a message coming from 
one source should be deemed less reliable or trustworthy than a message coming 
from two (or more) sources. If a cunning devil can fool each sense, then surely it can 
fool two (or more) senses working in tandem. Despite this, Locke followed Galileo 
in adopting the primary/secondary distinction in its sceptical variant. Locke cer-
tainly wasn’t a fan of the religious establishment that placed Galileo under house 
arrest. Compared to the predictive power achieved by the new generation of “natural 
philosophers,” the proper sensibles countenanced by scholastic philosophy seemed 
to accomplish nothing. He may have been right. Even so, I do not think that Locke’s 
philosophical response was appropriate.

As a physicist and astronomer trying to predict the motion of bodies, Galileo did 
not have much use for qualities that cannot be quantified. Despite his admiration of 
Galileo, Locke was never quite comfortable with the idea that everything is ulti-
mately mathematical in nature. As an empiricist Locke held that exposure to things 
is needed in a way that no amount of theoretical insight can supersede. In a passage 
that anticipates Jackson’s (1982; 1986) knowledge argument, Locke writes that “if 
a child were kept in a place where he never saw any other but black and white, till 
he were a man, he would have no more ideas of scarlet or green, than he that from 
his childhood never tasted an oyster, or a pine-apple, has of those particular rel-
ishes” (Locke 1825, 52–53). As healthy adults, we are unlike Locke’s secluded child 
or Jackson’s secluded neuroscientist in that we have been flooded with many differ-
ent (and many similar) experiential qualities. It is too late to put ourselves in a state 
of qualitative deprivation; were we to succeed in doctoring the right kind of isola-
tion, the sudden drop or lack would be noticed—which is precisely what Locke’s 
child and Jackson’s neuroscientist are not supposed to notice. As philosophers, 
though, it seems we can disown all that the world has taught us and call into ques-
tion the very existence of our conscious experience. Or at least vast swaths of it.

Locke’s colourless worldview fit nicely with the Newtonian physics that he 
admired, but it burdened him with explaining why/how secondary qualities emerge 
from (or are epiphenomenally attached to) the primary ones. Locke gave a story 
about tiny “corpuscles” hitting the sense organs, but that story never successfully 
got past the fact that “matter, incogitative matter and motion, whatever changes it 
might produce of figure and bulk, could never produce thought” (1825, 477). 
Working out the consequences of his starting assumptions, Locke was forced to 
conclude that conscious experience of qualities like colours may accompany mate-
rial events “merely by the good pleasure and bounty of the Creator” (Locke 1825, 
403–404).

Locke’s deistic scaffold eventually withered, but his sense of mystery did not. By 
the nineteenth century, we find T. H. Huxley writing that conscious experience of 
qualities like colour is “as unaccountable as the appearance of the Djin when 
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Aladdin rubbed his lamp in the story […]” (1866, 193). In the late 1980s, Colin 
McGinn turned this mystery into a bona fide stance of philosophy—“mysterianism”—
when he revamped Huxley’s phrase and wondered “[h]ow can technicolour phe-
nomenology arise from soggy grey matter?” (1989, 349).

What is the likeliest explanation for this lack of explanation? That the world 
contains some weird discontinuity which makes our own minds seem out of place—
or that we have taken on a fundamentally mistaken worldview? Nagel is probably 
right that “almost everyone in our secular culture has been browbeaten into regard-
ing the reductive research program as sacrosanct, on the ground that anything else 
would not be science” (2012, 7). Indeed, many philosophers see themselves as 
“defending the hegemony of modern matter against the mysteries of mental sub-
stance and of mind/matter interaction” (Crane and Mellor 1990, 186). Yet, this cam-
paign to rid philosophy of mind of mysteries ends up generating even greater 
mysteries.

Some hold that qualitative experiences emerge at a certain level of complexity 
(Carruthers 2000, 237–238; Deacon 2011, 530–531; Rosenthal 2010). I do not find 
such accounts plausible. The edifice being erected has no qualitative ingredient in it, 
but once we reach an upper floor, qualities appear—somehow. While I am hesitant 
to endorse the panpsychism recently resurrected by David Chalmers (2015) and 
Galen Strawson (2006), I agree with them that, if we want to explain the qualitative 
dimension of consciousness in a non-miraculous way, we must weave experiential 
properties into the fabric of reality. I therefore endorse the following statement:

Panpsychism rests upon a fairly strong version of the principle of sufficient reason, which 
it applies across the board, metaphysically as well as epistemologically. Unlike emer-
gentism, panpsychism doesn’t tolerate metaphysical discontinuities—it insists that high- 
level entities issue from bottom-level entities. Unlike physicalism, panpsychism doesn’t 
tolerate epistemological discontinuities—it insists that high-level entities issue intelligibly 
from bottom-level entities. (Lewtas 2013, 40)

Interestingly, if we go to the original source, we find that the famous quote by 
Huxley actually takes consciousness to be “as unaccountable as the appearance of 
the Djin when Aladdin rubbed his lamp in the story, or as any other ultimate fact of 
nature” (1866, 193; emphasis added). Like the passage where Peirce (1931–58, vol. 
4.537) explicitly says that a tone “can neither be called a Type nor a Token,” the final 
portion of Huxley’s passage is often left out (see for example Bayne 2004, 361). 
This omission once again undercuts possible solutions, since Huxley’s full claim 
hints at two responses: magical emergence—or simply countenancing conscious-
ness alongside the other primitive facts of nature. I prefer the latter response.

I am not alone. As Pär Sundström reports, “[a] number of philosophers have 
argued that Galileo was wrong […] in taking the qualities we experience in physical 
things to be properties of the mind” (2007, 128). Backers of this Galilean reversal 
include (but are not limited to) Byrne and Hilbert (2003), Harman (1990), Hilbert 
(1987), and Tye (1995, 2000). Everyone seems to be gravitating toward a shared 
conclusion by independent reasons/reasoning. Still, the emerging consensus seems 
to be that “the only plausible way that a Materialist can deal with the secondary 
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qualities is completely to reverse the whole programme started by Galileo, a pro-
gramme that has persisted for so long” (Armstrong 1999, 124).

Locke thought that if persons “should really have different ideas, I do not see 
how they could discourse or argue one with another” (1825, 109). I agree with John 
Deely that the moment Peirce and others took this seriously and began “to think that 
their experience of communication […] as a proper starting point of philosophy, the 
remaining days of classical modern thought were numbered” (2001, 539). 
Semiotics—the project hinted at by Locke—turns out to be the best paradigm for 
undermining Locke.

5.3  The Argument from Subjective Variation

When subjects discuss a “secondary” quality like the taste of cilantro, they are 
engaged in an act of interpretation. Hence, a lot of what Donald Davidson has writ-
ten about “triangulation” (2001, 212–220) is applicable. The three tips of the trian-
gle are two persons and one object under discussion (in this case, a sprig of cilantro). 
Using language, interlocutors are trying to agree about what they intend. Philosophy 
of signs and philosophy of language are natural allies here. But, if my earlier chap-
ters are right, then such an exercise in triangulation will never succeed in fully 
capturing qualia unless the passage from conventional signs (symbols) to causal 
signs (indices) culminates with qualitative signs (icons).

In order for interlocutors to whittle discourse down to an iconic point, a lot of 
situated pointing and charitable chatting may have to occur. Beyond a certain point, 
though, nothing more can be said (Wittgenstein 2002, 189). As I see it, misgivings 
about “secondary” qualities rest on the assumption that, when the exercise becomes 
silent, the exercise has failed. I see no reason to draw that conclusion. In my account, 
“[t]he verbal argument is at most only stage setting; the heart of the drama is the 
invocation of experience and, indeed, the attempt to register accurately the felt force 
of relevant experience” (Colapietro 2010, 11).

I do not want to downplay the complexity of a communicative exercise or the 
rarity of a full agreement. Many of the difficulties that accompany triangulation 
stem from the fact that, when people discuss the taste of cilantro, they are not just 
making claims about cilantro, but also about cilantro-insofar-as-it-interacts-with-
sense-organs-here-now. The taste reported is therefore, implicitly, a report about the 
functioning of our bodies and our position in the world (O’Dea 2002). A full descrip-
tion of what one claims when one says that “This cilantro sprig is bitter” would thus 
have to include facts about the temperature of one’s mouth, allergies one may have, 
one’s blood sugar levels, the number and distribution of receptor cells on one’s 
tongue, psychological priming effects one may be biased by (e.g., being told right 
before “Wait until you taste how bitter this is…”), or whatever else might affect how 
one experiences things. No one—least of all Locke—has experimentally controlled 
for all these variables. I thus find it hasty to conclude that, because there can be 
disagreements between persons, tastes are subjective.
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Interestingly, when it comes to other features, we do not jump to this subjectivist 
conclusion. Consider the fact that a small child cannot lift me but a strong adult can. 
Clearly, it would be erroneous to drop the relations involved and hold that I some-
how have two clashing predicates, “liftable” and “unliftable,” and that since I cannot 
be the site of both predicates, debates about my liftability are a matter of personal 
preference. Likewise, a sprig of cilantro might taste very differently to two people, 
but that is no reason to squeeze two mutually-exclusive qualities into one poor herb 
so as to infer that its distinctive flavour cannot possibly be “out there.”

If I am right, then triangulation, pursued with enough care, can eventually result 
in genuine agreement. This is, after all, the optimistic asymptote that we chase when 
we try to convey “primary” qualities. An engineer trying to communicate a complex 
shape to another person does not stop at the first sign of a misalignment between 
speaker and hearer. Likewise,

We do not universally agree in our judgments about what is red or salty. But when there is 
disagreement, we do not blithely continue to maintain our own views without hesitation. 
The fact that others report seeing red where you saw green, or tasting saltiness where you 
tasted none, makes you less confident in your own color or flavor judgments. It makes you 
suspect that the lighting is funny, or that you are ill or under the influence of a drug, or that 
your perceptual equipment is defective (as it is in color-blind people). To insist without 
further investigation that your own judgment is right, and that the other’s is wrong, would 
be rash and unwarranted. (MacFarlane 2014, 5)

It is normal that scientific practitioners seeking consensus should limit themselves 
to observations that they can talk about with consistent inter-subjective agreement. 
But, a disciplinary predilection for communicability does not mean that incommu-
nicable experiences merit ontological or epistemological demotion.

In my account, minds can eventually converge/merge by employing symbols, 
indices, and icons. The unique semiotic service rendered by each kind of sign can-
not be replaced. It may be that “[c]urrent perceptual science, even when it deals with 
qualitative aspects of experience, almost exclusively explains them in terms of the 
stimulus quantitatively understood as a collection of objective measurements” 
(Albertazzi 2012, 9). However, the scholastic one-channel/multi-channel distinction 
neither entails nor mandates privileging common sensibles—any more than “This 
cloth can be washed by only one machine” entails or mandates “This cloth cannot 
be washed.”

Of course, eliminative materialists (e.g., Churchland 1996, 207) argue that, if 
one truly understands the relevant physics and neuroscience, one will see that a 
quality like red is in fact a wave length. Alas, my experience of colour persists—
despite all the science courses I have taken. Faced with this indispensability, one can 
hold that “our perceptual experience is incurably infected with illusion” (Shoemaker 
1994, 296)—or one can try to tell a story that rescues the experiences from being 
systematically confabulated. In this book, I work on the second option.
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5.4  Colours and the Soggy Grey Brain

I have been trying to remedy scruples about colour qualia using historical scholar-
ship and philosophical arguments. Could science help to vindicate our experience of 
qualities like colour? A common reflex nowadays is to look to the brain for (all the) 
answers. The crudest form of investigation would therefore be to crack open a skull 
to see what is in there. Interestingly, researchers have done just that.

The brains of macaque monkeys were injected with a chemical compound that 
has the property of reacting with activated brain regions. Like the famous brain-
washing scene from the movie A Clockwork Orange, the monkeys’ gaze was fixed 
so that they had to stare directly at a grid-like image. After about 30 minutes, the 
deoxyglucose stains set, allowing researchers to detect which portions of the brain 
were activated by the visual stimulus. A tissue section of the macaque striate cortex 
was surgically removed and flat-mounted for examination. The results obtained 
were astounding, revealing a sort of imprinting of the grid (see the figure repro-
duced in Tootell et al. 1982, 902). “Like pictures, adjacent neural populations in 
these areas corresponds [sic] to adjacent boundaries or surface points in the objects 
they represent” (Prinz 2002, 31). Nelson Goodman (1976) may have been led by his 
love of abstract art to philosophically repudiate resemblance, but the results obtained 
by Tootell et al. (1982) clearly show a portion of the world tattooing its likeness on 
a portion of the brain.

Considered as an index, it matters that the grid-like pattern travelled (via trans-
duction) from the external visual stimulus to the cortex. Given the direction of cause 
and effect, we naturally take the brain imprint to be a sign of its stimulus. If, how-
ever, we consider the grid patterns as icons of each other, there is no order of prior-
ity. Indeed, these two patterns will resemble each other, even when no further 
thought (by us or the monkey) represents them as doing so. This shows that, “[e]ven 
before having a fully functional semiotic consciousness, our body is not mere pre- 
semiotic matter, but a highly complex semiotic system, endowed with […] the 
capacity to make subtle distinctions and respond in competent and meaningful ways 
to salient environmental stimuli” (Violi 2007, 84). Localized calluses on hands or 
feet could have shown us this already, but since we are more likely to credit the 
brain with knowing, discovering a trace of the world on that soggy grey organ is 
more reassuring.

In order for a brain-owning organism to cope with its environment, the growth of 
signs which ensues from its primitive bodily engagement must eventually switch to 
some sort of symbolic encoding. The claim of Peircean semiotics, though, is that the 
chain of signs does not begin with symbols. Thomas Sebeok and Marcel Danesi 
(2000, 11) call this the dimensionality principle: iconicity precedes indexicality, and 
indexicality precedes symbolicity. Minds tied to the world by the dimensionality 
principle do not face any problem grounding their symbols (Harnad 2002).

In keeping with the dimensionality principle, the sequence of cognition does 
seem to begin with icons. Trivially, the outer-most layer of the eye (where we put 
contact lenses) reflects whatever it is exposed to. Anyone who has cheated at poker 
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by seeing cards on a player’s eye balls has been acquainted with this informational 
coupling. These icons can be useful to outsiders, but they are of little use to the 
subject who owns the eyes. So, moving further inside the body, anatomy teaches us 
that the inner wall of the eye has a light-sensitive membrane. Here again, thanks to 
photoreceptors, iconic patterns are being preserved. If, for instance, the top half of 
a shown image is darker than the bottom half, this relation will be maintained on the 
membrane, albeit in a reversed fashion. Because this permutation is simple, we have 
access to the “code” that allows us to go from one body of data to the other. If you 
show a biologist a stimulated retina, she will have little difficulty reverse engineer-
ing what the stimulus was. However, as we move deeper, along the optic nerve to 
the visual cortex and beyond, more elaborate encoding occurs. By the time we get 
to the brain, the link tying neurons to the world is overwhelmingly complex, like 
trying to read an unknown language.

The results obtained by Tootell et al. (1982) nevertheless prove that an iconic 
relation is being preserved past the retina. The discovery of imprinted patterns on 
the striate cortex thus reduces the epistemic risk of our inferences about conscious-
ness. Now, these results are not the norm, since most of the information stored in a 
brain bears little or no resemblance to the objects and events which shaped it. Still, 
rationality demands that we give weight to similarity relations. If, say, I show you a 
picture of man with a red stain on his shirt, you are more entitled to infer that he 
spilled his glass if the colour of his wine is red than if it is white. Likewise, the 
match in quality that we find in a monkey’s brain adds some security to our infer-
ences about that monkey’s conscious experience. Judged by the standard of deduc-
tion, these inferences remain inconclusive. But, all other things being equal, 
co-variations with a matching quality are more secure than co-variations alone.

Assuming that the experiment in question could be replicated in humans with the 
same results, switching back and forth between similar patterns should diminish our 
doubts that the subject did in fact experience the image it was shown. However, this 
added sense of security only goes half the distance. Indeed, the grid-like chemical 
stains count only as a “primary quality” in Locke’s sense. Somewhere along the 
way, “secondary qualities” like colours have been lost.

The researchers I am discussing did not bother to track if and to what extent the 
colour(s) of their stimulus might have also been conveyed alongside shapes. 
Discovering that there is “a systematic relationship between ocular dominance 
strips and cortical magnification” (Tootell et al. 1982, 902) is worth writing about, 
but apart from incidental colouring by chemical stains, we know in advance of any 
experiment that the brain is and will remain a grey and soggy thing. Yet, as a phi-
losopher I want to ask: would the “technicolour phenomenology” (McGinn 1989, 
349) of our experiential lives seem less mysterious if we could find colours in the 
brain?

Let me toy with that possibility and see what it can teach us. Imagine that a 
gland, dubbed “the chameleonic gland” by its discoverers, was found somewhere in 
the brain, near (and suitably connected to) regions known to be responsible for 
vision. Under surgical conditions, we could observe this gland acting like a chame-
leon by becoming, say, red, whenever the subject was shown a red stimulus (and so 
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on for the rest of the visible colour spectrum). Unlike Descartes’ pineal gland, there 
would be no disconnect: the stimulus would be red, the brain would be red, and the 
subject would report seeing red. Since correlation is the abductive gateway to causal 
inference, the robust match in colours would increase our confidence that the qual-
ity at hand is shared all the way to first-person experience.

As we have seen, going back and forth between similar grid-like shapes increases 
our confidence that a subject consciously saw the shape in question. From a rational 
standpoint, then, the same increase in confidence would apply if we could go back 
and forth between two similar colours. Yet, when it comes to shapes, I know of no 
one who is willing to say that, had researchers not gathered evidence of a grid-like 
shape in the striate cortex, the ontological standing of shapes would have been sus-
pect. Even before the scientific discovery of shapes in the striate cortex, our ordi-
nary experience of shapes sufficed to justify our belief that shapes exist in the world. 
By parity, I argue that we need not wait for a discovery of colours in the brain to 
believe that colours exist in the world.

For many, this suggestion engenders a recoil. Taking “primary” qualities like 
shapes at face-value is respectable, but treating “secondary” qualities like colours 
the same way is “naive” realism. I am trying to deconstruct the double-standard that 
prompts this recoil. A healthier reflex is to ask: what would convince an eliminative 
materialist that colour qualia exist? The chameleonic gland is my closest answer. 
Yet, the more we contemplate this “smoking gun” proof of qualia, the more we see 
that such a revolutionary finding would be somewhat banal. After all, staring down 
at a red gland in an open skull is not that different from staring down at a red straw-
berry in an open basket. My claim, then, is that unless we consider the boundaries 
of the skull to be paramount, evidence for the existence of colour qualia is available 
right now.

A growing number of philosophers agree. Joining their rank, I have considered 
two cases—one real, the other fictional—of the brain resembling its environment. 
From a rational standpoint, inferences about conscious experiences are more secure 
when they proceed from an iconic and indexical bond than when they proceed from 
an indexical bond alone. This is what makes deoxyglucose imprints interesting: the 
farther in we detect icons, the farther away we push the skeptic. However, we did 
not start believing in shapes only in 1982, when Roger Tootell and his colleagues 
published their findings. So, if shapes-in-the-brain were not needed to believe in 
shapes-in-the-world, then colours-in-the-brain are not needed to believe in colours- 
in- the-world (now).

On the non-Lockean worldview that I am trying to recapture, the colours of our 
shared surroundings are no more mysterious than the shapes of those surroundings. 
One can, if one wishes, try to reconstruct colour experience with the materials of a 
colourless world. But, seeing how the very thing sought is excluded from the start, 
I think that such an endeavour is doomed to fail. The culprit is not experiential quali-
ties, but rather the disenchanted vision of the world that makes such qualities seem 
out of place. If toying with the chameleonic gland can disabuse us of that world-
view, then that will have justified the device.

5 Seeing Things as They Are
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Chapter 6
Informational Flow Implies Informational 
Pause

Abstract In the previous chapter, I tried to keep ordinary colour perception from 
being philosophically dismissed. In this chapter, I want to argue that countenancing 
such qualities at a fundamental level is more promising than waiting for those quali-
ties to emerge at higher levels of complexity. Although complex patterns are crucial 
to the deployment of neuroscientific and psychological explanations, prescission 
allows us to artificially decompose those patterns into simple qualities which, owing 
to their radical isolation from all relations, elude all scientific scrutiny. I argue that, 
so long as humans have this ability to prescind, worries about phenomenal con-
sciousness will resurface. I thus try to demystify our powers of prescission by exam-
ining the Game of Life setting. Philosophers of mind like Daniel Dennett have used 
this setting to explain intentional explanation, but I think it can also be used to 
explain how we arrive at the idea of qualia.

6.1  Informational Flow

When it comes time for Chalmers to produce a positive account in The Conscious 
Mind, he turns to information theory for inspiration. I too am drawn to the “strangely 
beautiful conception” of the world “as pure informational flux, […] a world of prim-
itive differences, and of causal and dynamic relations among those differences” 
(Chalmers 1996, 303). Yet, because a tenable philosophy of mind must countenance 
more than just differences, I agree with Søren Brier that if Chalmers is to success-
fully deploy a concept of information that is “beyond functionalism and computa-
tionalism,” he will need “to add Peirce’s semiotic philosophy to his theory” (Brier 
2008, 38). Let me therefore venture such an addition.

Semiosis is crucial to an information-based account of the mind, because semio-
sis is how information flows. The neuroscientist Bernard Baars writes that “[i]f we 
could zoom in on one individual neuron […] we would see the nerve cell communi-
cating frantically to its neighbors about one thousand times per second […]” (1997, 
18, emphasis added). Frederik Stjernfelt (in Emmeche et al. 2008, 7) observes that, 
promissory notes aside, such appeals to “communication” are never reduced or 
eliminated. A philosopher of signs would argue that such reductions or eliminations 
are never carried out because, fundamentally, the action of signs is a genuine part of 
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reality. If, say, neuron A impinges directly on neuron B, and neuron B impinges 
directly on neuron C, then no matter how we unpack the impingement, we cannot 
credit these two events with any kind of informational transfer unless neuron C is 
affected in a way that makes it relate to neuron A through the intermediary of neu-
ron B.  This is what Peirce meant by semiosis, namely “an action, or influence, 
which is, or involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign, its object, and 
its interpretant, this tri-relative influence not being in any way resolvable into actions 
between pairs” (1998, 411).

Fred Dretske (1981) has done a great job of showing how this flow of informa-
tion can be used to craft a persuasive account of the mind. Unfortunately, Dretske 
(1995) also thinks we should try to “naturalize” the mind in a way that makes the 
idea of qualitative experience dubious (see Bailey 2005). I do not see why this incre-
dulity should follow. To illustrate why I think this, I want to use a cybernetic setting 
called the Game of Life.

The Game of Life is not a “game” at all, but rather a self-organizing system 
invented in the 1960s by the mathematician John Conway (see Poundstone 1985, 
24). It consists of a primitive set of axioms or “rules” deployed on a two- dimensional 
grid of cells. In the grid, any given cell will have eight neighbouring cells. Depending 
on how many of those neighbouring cells are “on” or “off,” the cell at the center will 
be either on or off (normally rendered as black or white). If, for example, two neigh-
bours are on, the center cell will maintain its status (as either on or off) in the next 
generation or time-slice. Other rules apply to other states. As these rules are succes-
sively implemented, the dots begin to have a life of their own. Indeed, viewers look-
ing at the Game of Life can eventually run a rough and ready “zoology” of the 
patterns. For instance, one can tell that a pattern of dots that looks like a “glider” is 
about to fall prey to an incoming “eater” (Poundstone 1985, 40).

Although most of these patterns eventually degrade, patterns in a sufficiently 
complex version of the Game of Life might end up reproducing themselves in an 
“autopoietic” manner (see the criteria in Thompson 2007, 101–103). For all I know, 
a pattern might even develop “an interest in conserving its own structure” (Brier 
2008, 259; see Champagne 2011). More modestly, we can follow Don Ross and 
consider a pattern real if it is “projectible [sic] under at least one physically possible 
perspective” and the pattern “cannot be tracked unless the encoding is recovered 
from the perspective in question” (2000, 161).

I am not the first to be impressed with the patterns that emerge in the Game of 
Life. Gregg Rosenberg (2004) refers to them a lot, as does Daniel Dennett (1991b). 
Dennett emphasizes how categorizing the morphological types of the Game of Life 
gives one some measure of predictive power. According to him, folk psychology 
works because it latches onto such real patterns. Looking at the behaviour of 
humans, Dennett argued that, although everything is made of matter, ascribing 
motives and beliefs is an objective strategy, in that we can robustly gauge whether it 
renders its predictive service. As he put it: “The decision to adopt the intentional 
stance is free, but the facts about the success or failure of the stance, were one to 
adopt it, are perfectly objective” (Dennett 1987, 24). Predicting the behaviour of a 
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toddler is admittedly harder than predicting the behaviour of a coarsely pixelated 
glider. Still, in either case, the predictions work because they discern real patterns.

This account allows for two perspectives. There is, on the one hand, a base level 
where all that one countenances are the cell pixels themselves, considered as imma-
nent particulars. Since there is a one-to-one correspondence between this perspec-
tive’s representations and the discrete cells that are either on or off, the 
information-theoretic depiction is appropriately called a “bit-map” (literally, a “map 
of binary digits”). Such a map robustly charts an area with a degree of accuracy 
proportionate to the number of divided squares. Given an exhaustive statement of 
the initial conditions of the game—that is, of the (finite) rules and starting positions 
of the (finite) pieces on the grid—one could in principle deduce (in Laplace-like 
fashion) the various positions these will occupy on the board as the discrete volleys 
of moves are repeatedly implemented. The inferential process underwriting such a 
systematic forecast would be completely monotonic or truth-preserving: working 
with a bit-map is informationally onerous, but assuming that the governing laws do 
not change midway, it yields a predictive output that is as secure as its input.

The inferential dynamic at work is radically different, however, when one adopts 
the intentional stance. Indeed, if one ascends to a higher-level perspective where 
creature-like actors can be discerned on the playing field, one does so at the price of 
turning to an inductive rationale that has a far less mechanical character. Dennett is 
forthright about the fact that a concession along these lines needs to be made in 
order to have access to intentional explanation. Whereas an exhaustive account of 
the pixels’ dispersion on the grid is a robust affair, moving away from a bit-map and 
limning “abstracta” (Dennett 1991b, 28) like “eaters” involves a generalization 
from particulars which effectively soils the truth-preservation with informational 
noise. This allows one to draw predictions only “sketchily and riskily” (Dennett 
1991b, 40). A considerable boon of yielding to such induction, however, is that it 
provides one with assorted heuristics that are unavailable when one countenances 
only the pixels themselves.

To bring out the difference between these two perspectives, we might imagine 
having to text message another person’s demeanour and location with a mobile 
phone. If one were to take the bit-map route and catalogue the position and velocity 
of all the person’s constituent particles, this would make for a lengthy message (and 
run a costly bill). In information-theoretic parlance, the message would have greater 
entropy. But, if one were to type something along the lines of “So and so is sitting 
in such and such a room doing this or that,” one would thereby spare oneself a lot of 
bits (not to mention a lot of money). Thanks to this, the configuration of all the rel-
evant neurons in a given brain state need not be exhaustively recounted to get a 
sense of what the subject is thinking/feeling. Neuroscientific explanation is not 
impotent, but in comparison with the intentional stance, it makes a very long detour.

In principle, the informational compressibility involved in folk psychology—no 
matter how cognitively cost-effective—should be insufficient to sway a materialist 
into countenancing things (like “eaters” or “angry people”) whose ontology is, at 
root, “more” than merely material. A materialist would try to enumerate the indi-
vidual pixels of the Game of Life which a third party espousing the intentional 
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stance has the liberty to coalesce and taxonomize. True, “posing fanciful interpreta-
tions” (Dennett 1991b, 41) spares one the tedious task of having to describe the 
domain in question one atomic unit at a time, but a materialist might reply that a 
token-only approach is the surest way to ensure that one’s account hugs the meta-
physical makeup of the world as closely as possible. What sets materialism apart 
from the intentional stance, then, is that it does not give any weight to consider-
ations of cognitive economy. If ease of use mattered as much as matter, materialism 
would not have to wait for a completed neuroscience to tell it what anger really is.

Informational compression is asymmetrical in that it can result in a loss of data 
(especially if the domain represented is disorderly). Going back to the example just 
used, from an exhaustive account of another person’s material makeup and spatial 
location, one can infer “who” and “where” (colloquially) they are; but from simply 
being told that “So and so is sitting in such and such a room doing this or that,” one 
cannot determine the person’s exact spatial coordinates. That is the price to pay for 
engaging in intentional talk: we save time precisely because we cut corners. The 
downside is that there is just no way to unpack all the observational consequences 
of a given intentional statement, so in this respect the idiom will always fall short of 
a “complete” scientific account. I want to argue, however, that informational com-
pression is something no science can do without.

Bit-mapping the world is a chimerical aspiration. To take an example from 
astronomy, we do not exhaustively chart the path and constitution of celestial bod-
ies, pile up the ensuing records in some museum vault, and call that knowledge. 
Rather, “[t]he positions of the planets in the solar system over some interval consti-
tute a compressible data set, because Newton’s laws […] supply the necessary algo-
rithm to achieve the compression” (Davies 1990, 63). This informational 
compression is required at small scales too. Even talk of particles is shorthand for 
talk of patterns. As Peirce rightly noted,

The existence of things consists in their regular behaviour. If an atom had no regular attrac-
tions and repulsions, if its mass was at one instant nothing, at another a ton, at another a 
negative quantity, if its motion instead of being continuous, consisted in a series of leaps 
from one place to another without passing through any intervening places, and if there were 
no definite relations between its different positions, velocities and directions of displace-
ment, if it were at one time in one place and at another time in a dozen, such a disjointed 
plurality of phenomena would not make up any existing thing. (Peirce 1992, 278)

According to Peirce, “substances” are in fact “constituted by regularities” (ibid.). 
As far as explanations go, the antics of one’s conspecifics are no different. People 
do things in a patterned way, and it is the business of psychology and cognitive sci-
ence to discern those patterns in order to predict what people will do next.

To miss a pattern that is potentially visible is surely to miss relations that truly 
exist in the world. Observers nevertheless privilege some patterns over others 
because they bring their aims, queries, and practical interests to bear on the transac-
tion (Peschard 2010). Using an example from Henry James, we can say that making 
out a complex figure in a Persian carpet is a joint effort, the subject selecting one 
shape among others, the object ensuring that this selection is not confabulated. 
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Hence, in this account, “any act of interpretation is a dialectic between […] initia-
tive on the part of the interpreter and contextual pressure” (Eco 1990, 21).

6.2  Informational Pause

The informational account I have just sketched uses patterns to explain familiar 
things and events like tables, frogs, jealousy, good jokes, and economic recessions. 
Is this enough? Don Ross thinks so. In fact, he believes that “reality is composed of 
real patterns all the way down” (Ross 2000, 160; emphasis in original). I want to 
part ways with Ross here because, if patterns are complex and complexity subsumes 
simplicity, then those patterns must subsume simple qualities. To see this, we can 
look again at the Game of Life setting and make the following observations:

 1. It is complex.
 2. There is no such thing as a neighbourless cell pixel.

Now, consider what happens when we add the following claim:

 3. Complexity subsumes simplicity.

I hold these three claims to be true. Yet, their conjunction can create a tension 
because, in principle, claims (1) and (3) allow for the supposition of a neighbourless 
cell pixel—even though claim (2) states that, factually, there is no such thing. So 
long as humans are capable of realizing this, the worries that generate the “hard 
problem” of consciousness will persist. By inserting a formal distinction in the sub-
sumption of (3), prescission lets us see how the conjunction of these claims can be 
consistent.

Like the Game of Life, the field of human experience conjoins complexity and 
simplicity. However, Bertrand Russell held that science has nothing to say about 
simple qualities (Holman 2008, 50–51). To arrive at this view, Russell implicitly 
relied on a premise which, following Stathis Psillos (2009, 126), we may call the 
“Helmholtz-Weyl” principle. It states that “we are justified, when different percep-
tions offer themselves to us, to infer that the underlying real conditions are differ-
ent” (quoted by Weyl 1963, 26). This principle grafts itself nicely onto other 
Russellian tenets. As we saw in Chap. 4, Russell (1998, 59) thought that observa-
tional episodes conveyed by nondescript demonstratives like “This is white” supply 
us with “knowledge by acquaintance.” Although we can attempt to convey by osten-
sion what is happening when we enjoy first-person episodes, these empirical points 
of contact, Russell held, are by their nature private and ineffable. This does not bode 
well for objective third-person knowledge. Not to worry, one does not have to wait 
long to depart from this, since “[t]he next simplest [facts] would be those in which 
you have a relation between two facts, such as: ‘This is to the left of that’” (Russell 
1998, 59). The moment we bring two or more relata into relation, we leave the 
domain of intrinsic qualities and effectively enter that of intelligibility (and, by 
extension, science).
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This is where the move from different perceptions to different causes does its 
work. On this view, a three-part sequence like lemon/apple/lemon will bear the 
same relational configuration as the three-part sequence avocado/banana/avocado—
even if one person tastes avocado flavours where another tastes lemon. “Two rela-
tions P, Q are said to be ‘similar’ if there is a one-one relation between the terms of 
their fields, which is such that, whenever two terms have the relation P, their cor-
relates have the relation Q, and vice versa” (Russell 1954, 249). In the previous 
example, avocado-tastes mapped onto lemon-tastes, and apple-tastes onto banana- 
tastes. Likewise, “[a] book spelt phonetically is similar to the sounds produced 
when it is read aloud” (Russell 1954, 249), since the structure binding the printed 
characters can be monotonically correlated with the structure binding the spoken 
sounds (ibid., 400). Hence, so long as variations in experience attest to variations in 
whatever is impinging on the sense organs, the Helmholtz-Weyl principle licenses 
the inference of a common structure. “In this mathematical view, structure is a 
domain of similarity and difference, which, like color for the blind, has no substance 
of its own” (Lidov 1999, 128).

Moritz Schlick, the leader of the Vienna Circle, was influenced by Russell’s anal-
ysis. In a series of lectures titled “Form and Content,” Schlick argued that “in order 
for understanding actually to occur, it would be necessary for the ‘structure’ or 
‘form’ of linguistic signs to be ‘filled in’ with ‘content’ drawn from individual expe-
rience” and that this filling in is what “allows empirical propositions ultimately to 
be justified by experience” (Livingston 2013, 82). Schlick therefore held that quali-
ties would have to be included in a full account because, “if we are to have a science 
of some domain of reality instead of a mere hypothetical-deductive system, then our 
symbols must stand for real content” and not “mere structure” (1979, 331). As a 
result, Schlick’s stance on Frank Jackson’s knowledge argument would be that “one 
can learn the meaning of the words ‘joy’ or ‘green’ only by being joyful or seeing 
green” (ibid., 321).

What is it like to sip a cappuccino? Using prescission, tone, and iconicity, 
Peircean philosophy of signs can demystify the fact that, “If you got to ask, you 
ain’t never gonna get to know” (Louis Armstrong, quoted in Block 1978, 281). 
However, because they were using Russellian tools instead of Peircan tools, 
Schlick’s analytic colleagues were unsure what to make of this “inexpressibility of 
content” (1979, 300). Rudolf Carnap, for instance, allowed “indicator signs” 
(Kennzeichungen) to track things, but the question of “what” those indices track did 
not concern him. Quoting Henri Poincaré approvingly, Carnap held that “only the 
relations between the sensations have an objective value” (2003, 30). Russell also 
conceded that the qualitative contents which hang together in a given structure fall 
outside the ambit of testability and inter-subjective verification. According to 
Russell, when two systems of relations are isomorphic, “the only difference must lie 
in just that essence of individuality which always eludes words and baffles descrip-
tion […]” (Russell 1950, 61).

Wittgenstein agreed with Russell, Schlick, and Carnap that linguistic structures 
leave something out. Logical analysis can push all the way to single qualities, but 
Wittgenstein (2002, 189) was more open than his colleagues about the need to shut 
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up when we get to that point. In so doing, Wittgenstein allied himself with “numer-
ous arguments for humility about the intrinsic nature of our world” (Majeed 2013, 
259). Even so, by intimating iconicity, “the early Wittgenstein saw further than 
many of his contemporaries here, drawing his famous distinction between what can 
be ‘said’ and what can only be ‘shown’” (Legg 2008, 214).

As these stances show, the early analytic tradition struggled with the same themes 
and issues that currently animate philosophical debates about consciousness. It is 
bizarre, then, to see Paul Churchland dismissing arguments that decompose com-
plex relations into qualitative simplicity as “lack[ing] integrity even by the stan-
dards of purely analytic philosophy” (2011, 18). If Churchland wants to say that the 
function/quality distinction is bogus, then he must explain why so many brilliant 
thinkers have been (and continue to be) drawn to it.

Philosophers are not the only ones to have sensed that functional descriptions fail 
to tell the whole story. The British astronomer Sir Arthur Eddington noted that the 
knowledge we have of particles comes from, “like everything else in physics, a 
schedule of pointer readings [on instrument dials]” (quoted in Strawson 2006, 10). 
These patterns of pointer readings permit an indexical tracking of whatever causally 
interacts with a given instrument, but the question of what this tracked object is 
remains unaddressed. Ned Block illustrates this with a clever argument. He begins 
by noting that particles are individuated in physics by “having certain lawlike rela-
tions to certain other physical properties” (Block 1978, 302). Relations like these 
allow scientists to pick out “dual particles” like protons and anti-protons. Such par-
ticles are said to be “dual” because their relations are identical. Physicists neverthe-
less distinguish between the two kinds of particles because, when they are combined, 
they annihilate each other. So, even though “physics characterizes its basic entities 
only extrinsically, in terms of their relations to other entities” (Chalmers 2010, 27), 
the assumption that particles possess intrinsic natures is all that prevents what we 
call protons from being called anti-protons and vice versa (Block 1978, 302).

Some philosophers of science (notably Worrall 1989) have claimed that focusing 
on what a thing “does” and staying mum on what a thing “is” allows us to find theo-
retical continuities that survive paradigm shifts. The silence called for by this “struc-
tural realism” offends some conceptions of science (Psillos 2009). However, I think 
that, in philosophy of mind, a satisfactory account should leave us able to distin-
guish lemon/apple/lemon from avocado/banana/avocado.

How should we understand the intrinsic qualities of things apart from the sundry 
relations they entertain? For Eddington, the answer rests on an inference to the best 
explanation: manifestly, conscious experience lets us appreciate what qualities are. 
Since we have no other or better way to apprehend the intrinsic character of a thing, 
“it seems rather silly to prefer to attach [a schedule of pointer readings] to some-
thing of a so-called ‘concrete’ nature inconsistent with thought, and then to wonder 
where the thought comes from” (quoted in Strawson 2006, 10). This is similar to 
Schlick (1979, 296), who said that we must “fill-in” structure with qualia. True, if 
we consider a quality in a way that abstracts away all relations, we are left with 
something that “is irrelevant to science” (Russell 1950, 61). It takes an added 
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 premise of scientism, however, to infer that irrelevance to science means irrelevance 
to our lives.

Strawson does not endorse scientism, and neither do I. In contrast with Strawson, 
though, I do not think that the simple qualities obtained by prescission entail any 
kind of panpsychism. Although it is common to assume that “whatever does not 
belong to the structure […] is, in the final analysis, subjective” (Carnap 2003, 29), 
this is a Lockean assumption that I reject. Like Peirce, I believe that, when we arrive 
at a quality by stripping away all  relations (e.g., patterns, structures, functional 
roles, etc.), we are no longer entitled to locate that quality in the mind since, in 
principle, there should be no way to tell. Eddington and Strawson think that  physical 
science “allows that among such intrinsic properties could be phenomenal 
 properties” (Holman 2008, 53). I agree with Eddington and Strawson that we can 
have a direct appreciation of such qualities, but I see no reason why this direct 
appreciation should require introspection. Iconicity is a sign-theoretic way to evince 
a direct appreciation of qualities without foundering into any kind of world-wide 
psychologism.

The individual cells in the Game of Life are not empty. Acknowledging this is, I 
think, more sensible than compounding pattern upon pattern in the hope that quali-
tative experiences will eventually emerge. Hence, “[i]n Peirce’s semiotics, every-
thing in nature is a potential sign. […] The implication of this is that qualia, and ‘the 
inner life’ are potentially there from the beginning. […] The point is that organisms 
and their nervous systems do not create mind and qualia” (Brier 2008, 99). This 
account squares with our actual experience. Discussing consciousness, the semioti-
cian David Lidov writes:

What, [Dennett] asks, was the taste of beer the first time you tasted it, before you learned to 
like it? He seems to think that it had no specific taste, no qualia. Dennett’s understanding 
seems to be that what we mistook for taste was really a frustrated urge to spit the stuff out. 
Such a disposition may well have been part of the experience, but I also remember a taste. 
(Lidov 1999, 117)

According to my philosophy of signs, Lidov is not blundering when he thinks 
that the beer was bitter. Responses to beer may create a pattern, but the quality that 
those patterned responses respond to can be isolated using prescission.

6.3  Can a Pragmatist Accept this?

I have just told a story about how experiential qualities can be supposed apart from 
their detectable influence on other things. Can a pragmatist committed to tangible 
effects accept this? I don’t see why not. As the “Ur-pragmatist” (McDermid 2008, 
2), Peirce did say, quite rightly, that if we want to make our ideas clear(er), then we 
should look downstream to their actual and future effects (Peirce 1992, 132). Yet, 
there is a tendency to overlook that this pragmatist recommendation is nested in a 
conditional: if you want clarity, then you should do this and that. I see no 
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reason—and, to my knowledge, Peirce gave no reason—why anyone should feel 
obliged, in the strict deontological sense, to pursue intellectual clarity, come what 
may. Rather, that pursuit, which finds its maximal expression in collective scientific 
inquiry, seems to be one among many.

In “The Fixation of Belief” (1992, 109–123), Peirce uses a series of foils to pro-
gressively build up to the view that he finally wants us to endorse. One method of 
settling opinion is presented charitably, then a flaw is detected, which leads to the 
development of a better method, followed by another flaw, and so on—until we 
reach the fourth and final method, that of science. By pooling our results and keep-
ing our judgements open to revision, the scientific method lets us turn our fallible 
shortcomings into learning opportunities. Of course, it is normal to think that, if you 
are offered various options and you know which is best, then you should pick that 
best one. So, predictably, when Peirce offers us three “grades of clearness” culmi-
nating in his pragmatic maxim (1992, 132), we naturally assume that the other two 
were there mainly to rhetorically set the stage. However, the moment we do this, we 
walk away from the possibility of something not defined by its causal or inferential 
role(s).

William James was ready to relax the demands of scientific inquiry whenever 
following those demands would result in increased personal suffering. John Dewey 
expressed similar humanistic concerns while putting greater emphasis on collective 
benefit as the bottom line. Yet, in their rush to be branded as naturalists, many prag-
matists have lost sight of the fact that not everything is appropriately gauged by its 
current or anticipated practicality. To borrow an example favoured by Ned Block, 
“there are features of the experience of orgasm that don’t represent anything” (1995, 
34). So, when you enjoy one of those, your aim cannot possibly be the end of 
inquiry. I therefore believe pragmatism becomes more plausible when it makes 
room for inefficiency—in the double sense of a respite from technological progress 
and an escape from efficient causation.

In the philosophical literature on concepts, it is common to ask whether concepts 
are structured or unstructured (Margolis and Laurence 1999, 4–5). Whether or not it 
is appropriate to call it a concept (see Prinz 2007), the simple quality reached by 
prescissive abstraction is clearly unstructured. Language requires structure (think of 
grammar, for instance). Hence, there is not much one can say about a quale. Even 
so, these tones are not completely useless, insofar as their very quality can prompt/
support at least one anticipation, namely that something else like it might show up 
again in our stream of consciousness.

This free inference that iconicity affords is as epistemically weak as it gets—we 
might even  call it “the platitudinous affordance.” Derk Pereboom (2011) has 
explored the possibility that one might represent qualitative natures that the objects 
of those representations do not in fact have. That is certainly a possibility. However, 
while one can doubt whether a hypothesis is true, one can hardly doubt that a 
hypothesis is a hypothesis. The stream of consciousness suggests that something 
might hold, but the lack of a tangible verdict muddles the distinction between verid-
ical and illusory experience, such that “the sorting out of which-is-which is a prob-
lem rather than a given” (Deely 2003, 188). That is why, in actual (i.e., unpaused) 
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semiosis, we have to act in order to perceive (Clark 2013). So, while Peirce’s prag-
matism shows “How to Make Our Ideas Clear” (1992, 124–141), his philosophy of 
signs shows why our ideas need to be made clear in the first place.

6.4  Classifying the Peircean Stance

Admittedly, the semiotic account of consciousness that I have been developing in 
this book does not fit well within the popular rivalry between (materialist) monism 
and dualism. Taking that rivalry for granted, Chalmers (2010, 111–137) has pro-
posed a six-fold division of metaphysical stances. His first trio of views (A to C) 
shares a commitment to materialism. Type-A materialism denies that we face any 
explanatory gap when it comes to the mind. Type-B materialism accepts the exis-
tence of such a gap in knowledge, but denies that it reflects an ontological gap. 
Type-C materialism admits that there is presently an epistemic gap, but holds that it 
will eventually be closed. Pausing mid-way, then, Daniel Dennett (1991a) would be 
an advocate of type-A, Brian Loar (1997) of type-B, and Paul Churchland (1981) of 
type-C.

The metaphysical stances of Chalmers’ second trio (D to F) all countenance 
more than matter. Type-D dualism holds that the mind not only exists, but is caus-
ally efficacious as well. Type-E epiphenomenalism grants the separate existence of 
the mind, but denies its causal efficacy. Finally, type-F countenances the mind as a 
fundamental ingredient, but locates it at such a basic level that even matter can be 
said to be minded (or proto-minded). Popper and Eccles (1981) argue for type-D, 
Frank Jackson (1982) once defended type-E, and Galen Strawson (2006) currently 
advocates type-F.

Let us take a closer look at type-F views. A position falls under the “panpsychist” 
genus when it attempts to side-step the problem of emergence by making conscious-
ness or mind a basic metaphysical ingredient. As the subtitle to his book The 
Conscious Mind attests, Chalmers is in search of a “fundamental” theory of con-
sciousness, where fundamental features are those that “cannot be explained in terms 
of more basic features” (1996, 126). In his sequel, The Character of Consciousness, 
Chalmers expresses his conviction that “in some ways the type-F view is the most 
appealing” (2010, 138).

In much the same spirit as the yearly Toward a Science of Consciousness confer-
ences (often held in Tuscon), semioticians are currently trying to craft a worldview 
in which meaning does not seem out of place (Deely 1994, 2001; Santaella 2009). 
In October 2008, the Semiotic Society of America devoted its first ever session to 
discussing the possible existence of sign-action in the inorganic realm. For reasons 
that I outline in Champagne (2013), I do not think this project has yet succeeded. I 
nevertheless agree with panpsychists that countenancing qualities as primitive is 
“less daunting than articulating a comprehensible theory of radical emergence of 
mind from utterly mindless matter” (Skrbina 2006, 156). Our shared argument, in 
effect, is this:

6 Informational Flow Implies Informational Pause



111

 1. It is undeniable that we experience qualities.
 2. Qualities do not figure in a materialist ontology.

Therefore,

 3. Either a materialist ontology is mistaken, or a materialist ontology must give an 
account of how our experience of qualities emerges from matter.

 4. Nothing comes from nothing.

Therefore (in light of all of the above claims),

 5. It is impossible to give an account of how our experience of qualities emerges 
from matter.

Therefore (in light of premises 3 and 5),

 6. A materialist ontology is mistaken.

Therefore,

 7. Qualities need to figure in an ontology.

This is my formulation, but the line of reasoning that it captures is not new; it was 
stated, for example, by Nagel (1979, 181). For the most part, I consider this argu-
ment to be sound. Where I differ, though, is that I do not think that accepting the 
conclusion (7) also entails accepting panpsychism, which we might graft as a sup-
plementary conclusion (8). As such, I am trying to give a plausible alternative story 
for those who find the argument above persuasive yet who recoil from the prospect 
of scattering mind everywhere.

One could presumably object to the argument in a couple of spots. One could, for 
example, reject its starting claim that we experience qualities. After all, if we do not 
even experience qualities, then the fact that qualities do not figure in a materialist 
ontology (premise 2) does not pose much of a problem. However, I accept premise 
(1), because I agree with Strawson that a “[f]ull recognition of the reality of experi-
ence […] is the obligatory starting point for any remotely realistic (indeed any non- 
self- defeating) theory of what there is” (2006, 4). Premise (5) might also be 
weakened to something like “No account of the emergence of qualia from matter 
has thus far been successful.” Instead of betting that science will (one day) vindicate 
eliminativism (Churchland 1981), one could bet that science will (one day) vindi-
cate emergentism (Park 2013 does just that). This would conceivably leave room for 
optimism, thereby blocking the deductive inference to claim (6). However, I accept 
premise (5) in an undiluted form, because I think the burden is on whoever holds it 
to be false to show why it is not true.

Panpsychism certainly has a respectable historical pedigree. David Skrbina 
points out that “many of our greatest thinkers and philosophers have held to some 
version of panpsychism” (2006, 152) and he includes Peirce in that list. There is 
textual justification for this inclusion. Peirce wrote, for example, that “matter is 
effete mind, inveterate habits becoming laws” (1992, 293). Yet, in another place, he 
also wrote that the “universe is perfused with signs, if it is not composed exclusively 
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of signs” (Peirce 1998, 394). That is not exactly panpsychism. Since every triadic 
sign has an element of Firstness, and since nothing in Firstness specifies whether it 
is mental or material, it might be more appropriate to call Peirce’s commitment 
“panqualityism” (Chalmers 2015, 270–274; Coleman 2015). I nevertheless want to 
forgo that label, since panqualityism would constitute only one third of a semiotic 
universe. As a result, “[h]owever tempted Peirce may have been by a panpsychist 
approach to semiotic, […] such a position is rendered impossible by his own prin-
ciples of semiosis” (Kruse 1990, 222).

Panpsychists can certainly find support for their view in some Peircean passages 
(Skrbina 2005, 152–155). However, my sense is that most philosophers of mind who 
turn to panpsychism are not so much interested in panpsychism, but rather in the 
idea of putting qualities back into the world—panpsychism just happens to be the 
only stance they know that does this (see Goff 2017). This may explain why the 
“psyche” portion of the stance is often weakened to such an extent that it is barely 
recognizable as mind. Given this weakening, there seems to be little sense in con-
sidering a stance like panqualityism to be a species of the genus panpsychism. What 
could be the common trait here? Surely the “pan” is not sufficient for membership 
in that genus. If it were, then materialism would have to also be included, since 
materialism, rigorously stated, is really panmaterialism.

Firstness is fundamental, so it can make Peircean semiotics look like a type-F 
view. However, because Peircean semiotics also countenances Secondness and 
Thirdness, the stance does not fit well in Chalmers’ classification. Like Chalmers, 
Peirce (1998, 179–195) also classified metaphysical positions, depending on which 
of his three categories they are ontologically committed to. Exhausting the combi-
nations left him with seven possible options. Here are Peirce’s (somewhat anti-
quated) labels:

 – Nihilism or Idealistic Sensualism, which grants reality to Firstness only.
 – Strict Individualism, which grants the reality of Secondness only.
 – Hegelianism, which grants the reality of Thirdness only.
 – Cartesianism, which grants the reality of Secondness and Thirdness.
 – Berkeleyanism, which grants the reality of Firstness and Thirdness.
 – Ordinary Nominalism, which grants the reality of Firstness and Secondness.

And, finally,

 – “The metaphysics that recognizes all the categories” (Peirce 1998, 180).

Because the three categories of semiotic analysis are cardinal and not ordinal, I 
wish Peirce had said “…recognizes all the categories and their ordinal arrange-
ment.” At any rate, I find his classification more helpful. A triple-layer account 
inspired by Peirce—coupled with a better understanding of our prescissive powers 
to asymmetrically suppose some of those layers absent—can inspire an ontology 
well-suited for those suspicious of the claim that reality comprises something non- 
structural (see Champagne 2015).

If iconicity can let us see the world as it is and if what we see includes qualities 
like colours (as I argued in Chap. 5), then we have good reason to think that the 

6 Informational Flow Implies Informational Pause



113

world includes qualities like colours. However (as I argued in Chap. 3), we have no 
reason whatsoever to think that such qualities can be conceived apart from our pre-
scissive intervention. We must therefore conjoin two seemingly contradictory the-
ses: 1) prescission is something we (humans) do, and 2) it is not up to us (humans) 
what results when prescission is properly carried out. Since the first thesis speaks to 
mind-dependence and the second thesis speaks to mind-independence, their con-
junction can seem unstable because, usually, something is considered real only 
when it is mind-independent. It would of course simplify matters if the interpreta-
tions and objects of signs could really be absent, not just supposed absent. I think, 
though, that we have much to gain from getting used to this nuance.

Some complex patterns are pattern-grasping. When these pattern-grasping pat-
terns are human creatures, what “emerges” is not a qualitative dimension that other 
things lack, but a unique power to isolate the individual qualities that comprise pat-
terns. Wedging formal distinctions into semiosis gives us, not just relations (Bains 
2006), but relations and relata. The relations need relata, but the relata do not need 
relations. Indeed, “[i]t is frequently the case, that, while A cannot be prescinded 
from B, B can be prescinded from A” (Peirce 1992, 3). This asymmetry means that 
we will never be able to give a scientific description of the intrinsic qualities that fall 
under Firstness. But, that is simply because no Game of Life (and no language 
game) can occur with just one cell (or just one quality).

Of course, nothing I have said in this book shows that qualia can be encountered 
apart from their practical effects. Asking for an example of qualitative Firstness 
unaccompanied by its indexical and symbolic means of detection would be tanta-
mount to “asking a flashlight in a dark room to search around for something that 
does not have any light shining upon it” (Jaynes 2000, 23). Yet, as inseparable as 
phenomenal qualia and their practical effects are, I do not see what can stop rational 
animals from inserting a formal distinction between the two, nor do I see why such 
a prescissive power should be taken to threaten the normal conduct and valued 
standing of experimental science. A better understanding of our ability to contem-
plate unrelated qualities can nevertheless explain why we humans can “form the 
idea of phenomena that we do not know how to detect” (Nagel 1986, 24).
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Chapter 7
Conclusion

Abstract Six chapters ago, I argued that philosophical worries about the qualita-
tive dimension of consciousness should not be taken so seriously that they trigger a 
scientific search for qualia, but neither should those worries be belittled or dis-
missed. Throughout the book, I drew on the ideas of C. S. Peirce—specifically his 
ideas about prescission, tone, and iconicity—to articulate why/how those philo-
sophical worries about consciousness  make sense. In this concluding chapter, I 
summarize the resulting stance by clarifying what it can and cannot do. Philosophy 
of signs can show that the idea of qualia is licensed by reason. However, it cannot 
promise to capture such qualia by scientific means. Although artificially inspecting 
the incipient substructure of sign-action is in many ways a useless ability, it satisfies 
a distinctively human sense of curiosity and wonder.

It is often thought that consciousness has a qualitative dimension that cannot be 
tracked by science. Recently, some philosophers have argued that this worry stems 
from the special nature of the concepts that we use to refer to our conscious states. 
I have drawn on the neglected branch of philosophy of signs or semiotics to develop 
a new take on this strategy. Daniel Dennett is right that “‘qualia’ is a bit of philoso-
phers’ jargon” (1998, 141). However, with some exceptions (Crane 2000; Livingston 
2004), few have bothered to retrace where that jargon came from. Retracing those 
origins brings us to C. S. Peirce—and to an entire conceptual apparatus that makes 
qualia seem far more sensible.

I therefore started by saying that, if we could see how this book’s two opening 
quotes by Peirce are consistent, we would make progress in philosophy of mind. Let 
us now take stock of what we have done and see if/how those two claims interlock.

The first quote is, in essence, a slogan for a strong functionalist program. It 
demands that explanations of the mind start with an input that enters “at the gate of 
perception” and end with an output that exists “at the gate of purposive action” 
(Peirce 1998, 241). The goal is to construct a plausible theory of what happens in 
between. Yet, no matter what such a theory might look like, it seems destined to 
relate states. This involvement of relations would be benign, were it not for the fact 
that a prevalent construal glosses consciousness as having a non-relational element 
to it. Raw feels have an intrinsic quality, irrespective of the objects or behaviours 
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they are associated with. This is expressed in the second epigraph, which says that 
each qualitative state “is in itself what it is for itself, without reference to any other” 
(Peirce 1931–58, 6.224). A tension thus ensues. The functional program calls for an 
explanation of mental facts in terms of relations, but at least one dimension of our 
conscious lives seems to involve simple experiential qualities conceived apart from 
any relation(s).

Qualia are not supposed to enter into any kind of relation with the world or other 
mental states, otherwise they could in principle be detected, either through their 
causal efficacy or their participation in inferences. So, if one accepts both opening 
quotes, one will run into trouble, because the moment an organism acts on the basis 
of a feeling, this will generate a worry that we are studying that feeling’s discernible 
effects, not the quality of the feeling itself.

How are we to make sense of this? The key, I suggest, is to see how humans can 
insert distinctions between features that are always bound. So, on my diagnosis, 
zombie-style arguments proceed too quickly—or, at any rate, they do not pay suf-
ficient philosophical attention to a crucial step. Those arguments ask us to delete 
qualia from an organism, but when we look more carefully at just what a quale is, 
we see that this notion involves a deletion of its own. I have made this prior removal 
of relations my main focus. David Chalmers speaks of “the double life of mental 
terms” (1996, 16) and emphasizes that while “[o]ur everyday concept of pain pre-
sumably combines the two [concepts of phenomenal pain and psychological pain] 
in some subtle weighed combination, […] for philosophical discussion things are 
clearer if we keep them separate” (ibid., 17). What might “keeping separate” mean 
here?

Clearly, it is not a matter of physically isolating one from the other, like severing 
the corpus callosum. Is the distinction then just mere word-play? On a superficial 
level, “feeling” and “doing” are certainly different words. However, the suggestion 
by Chalmers and others is that those words “cover different phenomena, both of 
which are quite real” (ibid., 11). Since we are dealing with something more substan-
tive than a plurality of words (Block 2000, 133) yet less palpable than an outright 
physical separation, I have argued that we are confronted with what Scotus called a 
“formal distinction.”

A formal distinction lies between a “distinction of reason” and a “real distinc-
tion.” A distinction of reason “is completely dependent upon the mind” (Jordan 
1984, 44), whereas “things are really distinct if they are separable, that is, if they can 
exist one without the other” (ibid., 45). We can use this distinction of distinctions to 
disambiguate important puzzles about phenomenal consciousness. Block (1995) 
treats the distinction between access and phenomenon as a “real” distinction in 
Scotus’ sense. However, I submit that, if we want to separate qualities from the 
responses they elicit, such a real distinction is not open to us. To look for 
p- consciousness without a-consciousness is like looking for the smile without the 
Cheshire cat. But, even if the world does not permit us to encounter a quality in 
isolation, a formal distinction allows us to consider any quality “in its own suchness, 
while we disregard the connections” to anything else (Peirce 1931–58, 1.424).
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Chalmers remarks that “[t]he clearest cases of direct phenomenal concepts arise 
when a subject attends to the quality of an experience and forms a concept wholly 
based on the attention to the quality” (2010, 267). Once we enlist the resources of 
prescissive abstraction, we can better articulate this idea of a concept wholly based 
on attention to a quality.

Some philosophers have argued that, since we employ a special class of concepts 
when discussing conscious states, a better understanding of those concepts will 
show that “the disturbing effect of the explanatory gap arises from an illusion […]” 
(Loar 1999, 103). I agree that our understanding of qualia is wedded to our concep-
tual apparatus, but I do not see why this should make our idea of qualia illusory. 
Appeals to conceivability have come under attack (Yablo 1993), especially in phi-
losophy of mind (e.g., Hill and McLaughlin 1999; Sommers 2002), so some may be 
uncomfortable with the idea that qualia are not (and could never be) encountered 
were it not for our abstract intervention. We might therefore want to distinguish 
“supposing” and “conceiving.” In any event, I readily accept that qualia cannot be 
separated from functional involvement (Cohen and Dennett 2011; Churchland 
2011). I nevertheless agree with Peirce that weaker grades of separation can be 
made. To be sure, if we reify what we prescind, our analysis will be mishandled in 
a way that generates insoluble problems. Still, by employing prescission, the idea of 
qualia can be rendered sensible.

Sydney Shoemaker provides us with a nice example of what makes prescission 
possible:

If I perceive a French tricolor, I perceive a rectangle made of three horizontal stripes, of red, 
white, and blue. This involves experiences of those individual stripes. There seems a good 
sense in which I could have had the experience I had of any of those stripes without having 
the experiences of the others. (Shoemaker 2003, 65; emphasis added)

The French flag is a conjunction of three colours (in fact, the striped flag has a rect-
angular border, so there may be even more contrasts). We can make a real distinc-
tion by cutting out a given conjunct with scissors, but only a formal distinction 
allows us to truly arrive at a lone tone. Deleting all relations means deleting all 
comparisons. So, once there, there is no telling which flag a colour might be a part 
of.

Such a qualitative state is not (and could never be) encountered in actual experi-
ence, so it is, as Peirce (1998, 294) says, “a mere logical possibility.” But, prescis-
sive analysis is enough to show that philosophers of mind who believe in qualia are 
not discussing something entirely groundless. In the paper that propelled the con-
temporary debates over the “explanatory gap,” Joseph Levine mentions how John 
Locke thought that even if “simple ideas go with their respective corpuscular con-
figurations because God chose to so attach them […] imagination will pry them 
apart” (1983, 359). If one drops the allusion to God, this begins to look like my 
account.

Because philosophy of signs is broader than philosophy of language, it adds 
something genuinely novel to the debates. Iconicity in particular lets us have a direct 
appreciation—or “revelation”—of qualities. By contrast, acquaintance always 
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keeps its object at bay. Now, consider that “appearance” just means “whatever 
appears.” Combining these notions leads current philosophers of mind into asking 
questions like: are we acquainted with our appearances? Philip Goff (2015, 124) 
feels that, to answer yes, he must posit what he calls “real acquaintance.” Strawson 
does the same with his “real direct realism” (2015). Yet, given that acquaintance 
involves Secondness, it is only a matter of time before someone takes these propos-
als and asks: since real acquaintance is just how things appear, are we really 
acquainted with that? I prefer to sidestep this perpetual nudging away by working 
from a paradigm that explicitly includes Firstness in its basic commitments. I also 
jump to a less populated but sturdier branch in the tree of philosophy. What results 
is, I think, more plausible. At minimum, Peirce’s semiotic analysis does justice to a 
fundamental truth: the idea of a relatum without a relation makes sense, but the idea 
of a relation without relata does not. So long as humans are capable of realizing 
this—and of performing the prescissive deletion which this asymmetry permits—
worries about the intrinsic character of experience will persist, perhaps under differ-
ent guises.

Block (2002) acknowledges that an endorsement of qualia does not fit well with 
scientific naturalism. Yet, catering to naturalism, he feels compelled to postulate a 
separate “module” in the brain that researchers would subsequently have to vindi-
cate. The account I have developed does not make promises it cannot keep. In the 
story I am telling, prescission suffices to establish that a tone is subsumed in a token. 
However one wants to describe this analysis, Peirce was probably right when he 
characterized semiotics as “the quasi-necessary, or formal, doctrine of signs” 
(1931–58, 2.227).

Firstness is not mind, but it is not matter either. It is simply a quality, robbed of 
any relation(s) with anything else. This neutrality or indifference may seem conten-
tious, but I think it can be verified using any nearby quality, like the colour of a 
blank sheet of paper. As Levine notes, when studying such an experience, “[w]ho 
can tell whether its ultimate ontological status is material or immaterial merely by 
means of having it?” (2001, 128). So, whereas some philosophers liken qualia to 
“ectoplasm” (e.g., Ladyman et al. 2007, 39–40; Majeed 2013, 254–255), I do not 
think the idea of a pure quality is beyond the pale.

Dennett (1991), by contrast, believes that the idea of qualia is nothing but an 
unfounded “meme” that has gone viral. Of course, some memes are more useful 
than others. So, for a time, Dennett (1987) sought to recuperate the instrumentalist 
benefits of discourse about “minded” creatures. However, because the phenomenal 
qualia at the center of recent consciousness debates could never increase our predic-
tive success of a creature’s behaviour (Ross 2005), Dennett (2006) eventually 
became a vocal opponent of qualia. If, like Dennett, one expects every aspect of the 
mind to meet Darwinian standards of increased fitness, then folding semiosis onto 
itself so as to inspect its incipient substructure may well be a useless ability. I do not 
want to go on the record as saying this, because I suspect that the intrinsic qualities 
which generate the hard problem of consciousness also enable diagrammatic rea-
soning, which is surely a useful tool (see Champagne 2016). Even so, because only 
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sapient creatures notice (and question) their sentience, the main boon of prescissive 
abstraction may be that it satisfies a sense of curiosity and wonder.

People like Francisco Varela (1996) advocate a combination of third-person sci-
ence and first-person phenomenology, scientists explaining the functional side and 
phenomenologists explaining the qualitative side. I advocate a combination of third- 
person science and third-person philosophy, scientists explaining everything and 
philosophers explaining the persistent sense that this is not enough. I think this 
philosophical analysis renders a worthwhile service. Nevertheless, since under-
standing the root cause of our perplexity regarding qualia offers no obvious techno-
logical applications, I am comfortable with the possibility that, in the end, my 
account of consciousness “leaves everything as it is” (Wittgenstein 2001, 42).

One of the things that my semiotic account leaves intact is the self. In the current 
literature on consciousness, it is sometimes thought that any theory which takes the 
conscious mind to be comprised of qualities must face a “combination problem” 
(James 2007, 158–162; Seager 1995, 280–281). The worry, in essence, is that since 
a self is unified, and since no intrinsic quality entails another, it is a mystery that/
how a qualitative mind-stuff could ever yield a self. Some, like Strawson (1999, 
100) have simply replaced unity with many little selves. This, to my mind, just 
makes him face many little combination problems. Unfortunately, proposals that 
aim for genuine unity have gotten even more bizarre (e.g., Coleman 2012; 
Cunningham 2013; Seager 2010). Fortunately, my account does not need these 
solutions, because it does not face a combination problem to begin with. Indeed, I 
have been insisting throughout this book that we never actually split the stream of 
sign-action into parts. Rather, we prescind. This requires us, at each step, to keep in 
mind that the starting point that we are analyzing is in fact bound. I never really took 
my consciousness apart, so I do not have to piece it back together.

Philosophers of signs can certainly tell an informative story about how humans 
construct, sustain, and reshape their self-concept and personal identity (for a prom-
ising outline, see Colapietro 1989). But, an account that explicitly uses prescission 
is not burdened with combining basic experiential qualities into something that 
looks psychologically plausible, because plausible human experience—the sort I 
am intimately familiar with and ardently care to enrich—has been there all along.

The stream of consciousness streams because of the action of signs. Although 
this action of signs is always triadic, humans can conceive—and so request an 
account of—the intrinsic, non-relational, nature of any experience, because we are 
the sorts of beings for whom that idea makes sense. It makes sense because com-
plexity implies simplicity. Triadic signs thus subsume brute collisions and simple 
qualities that are not articulate (and cannot be articulated) linguistically. However, 
given that qualitative simplicity does not entail complexity (or any other kind of 
relation, save latent similarity), this asymmetry can act like a fishhook, letting us 
reach ineffable Firstness but preventing us from going back to Thirdness, where 
cognition, discourse, and science are possible. If this book has helped to show how/
why philosophy of mind can sometimes get caught by that hook, then I count that 
as progress.
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 It is oft en thought that consciousness has a qualitative dimension that cannot be tracked 

by science. Recently, however, some philosophers have argued that this worry stems 

not from an elusive feature of the mind, but from the special nature of the concepts 

used to describe conscious states. Marc Champagne draws on the neglected branch of 

philosophy of signs or semiotics to develop a new take on this strategy.    

  Th e term “semiotics” was introduced by John Locke in the modern period – its etymology 

is ancient Greek, and its theoretical underpinnings are medieval. Charles Sanders 

Peirce made major advances in semiotics, so he can act as a pipeline for these forgotten 

ideas. Most philosophers know Peirce as the founder of American pragmatism, but few 

know that he also coined the term “qualia,” which is meant to capture the intrinsic feel 

of an experience. Since pragmatic verifi cation and qualia are now seen as confl icting 

commitments, Champagne endeavors to understand how Peirce could (or thought he 

could) have it both ways. Th e key, he suggests, is to understand how humans can insert 

distinctions between features that are always bound.   

  Recent attempts to take qualities seriously have resulted in versions of panpsychism, 

but Champagne outlines a more plausible way to achieve this. So, while semiotics has 
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how a better understanding of that branch can move one of the liveliest debates in 
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Kantian Schemata:
A Critique Consistent with the Critique

Marc Champagne, Trent University

Abstract

Kant posits the schema as a hybrid bridging the generality of pure
concepts and the particularity of sensible intuitions. However, I argue
that countenancing such schemata leads to a third-man regress. Siding
with those who think that the mid-way posit of the Critique of Pure
Reason’s schematism section is untenable, my diagnosis is that Kant’s
transcendental inquiry goes awry because it attempts to analyse a form/
matter union that is primitive. I therefore sketch a nonrepresentational
stance aimed at respecting this primitivity.

The early modern empiricist tradition had depicted the mind as a blank
slate awaiting experience, but Kant added elements of rationalism to
depict the mind as a chest of drawers awaiting experience. The broad
strokes of this Kantian picture of the mind remain a starting point for
many debates in analytic epistemology (e.g. Davidson 1973–74;
McDowell 1996). One mainstay is Kant’s distinction between the
“receptivity of impressions” and the “spontaneity of concepts” (Kant
1998, B75; whenever possible, I will quote from the B edition of the
Critique). Kant insisted that, although these two faculties “cannot
exchange their functions,” they must function together, since “[o]nly
from their unification can cognition arise” (B75). So, despite the fact that
lived experience is seamless, philosophical analysis can reveal how “[o]ur
cognition arises from two fundamental sources in the mind” (B74), one
innate, the other acquired. Yet, as influential as this account is, it seems
to leave behind a problem: how do the two faculties unite, exactly?

Because the pure concepts that govern the understanding range over
any conceivable experience, they are radically unlike the empirical con-
cepts that we acquire through learning. Kant proposes to bridge this
“heterogeneity” (B177) by adding the notion of schema. Schemata are
meant to be hybrids that are both general and particular. There are sup-
posedly 12 “transcendental schemata,” one for each category (B182–
184). History thus has a tendency to forget that “Kant’s original division
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of our representations into intuitions and concepts is not exhaustive, for
there is a third class, about which we can say very little, other than that
it is dependent on and somehow derivative from the others” (Gardner
1999, p. 170).

Although Kant was convinced that schemata are essential, these posits
play a “disputed role” (Caygill 1995, p. 360) in Kantian scholarship and
philosophy generally. It has even been said that “[t]he chapter on
Schematism probably presents more difficulty to the uncommitted but
sympathetic reader than any other part of the Critique of Pure Reason”
(Walsh 1957, p. 95). Indeed, “it is the only chapter of the Critique of
Pure Reason that is not treated separately in the Cambridge Companion to
the Critique of Pure Reason” (De Boer 2016, p. 441fn2).

Arthur Schopenhauer, who was in the habit of praising Kant, considered
the whole topic to be a non-starter. As Schopenhauer explained, “a pure
understanding corresponded symmetrically to a pure sensibility. After this,
there occurred to [Kant] yet another consideration that offered him a
means of increasing the plausibility of the thing, by assuming the schematism
of the pure concepts of the understanding. But precisely in this way is his
method of procedure, to him unconscious, most clearly betrayed” (1966;
p. 449; see Kelly 1909). Schopenhauer was not the last commentator to
think that Kant’s schemata conflict with the rest of the Critique.

The conclusion Kant draws from his consideration of the requirements
of schematism is not, as we might expect, that a schema is neither a
concept nor an intuition but rather that it is both. This is an immediate
consequence of his demand that a schema be both intellectual and sen-
suous. This inference is plainly suspect. [. . .] That theory is still embar-
rassed by both a philosophical and a textual difficulty. The
philosophical difficulty, badly put, is that the view is self-contradictory.
For Kant clearly regards “. . .is a particular” and “. . .is a universal” as
mutually exclusive predicates. True, when he talks about a schema as a
third thing, he does not say that it is both universal and particular but
only that it is both intellectual and sensuous. This is not enough, how-
ever, to rescue the third-thing view of schema from contradiction
(Gram 1968, pp. 93–94).

In the light of these difficulties, one must “decide whether, in this
particular instance, Kant is making some genuine point in peculiar lan-
guage, or whether his peculiar language has lured him into nonsense”
(Warnock 1949, p. 77). I want to defend the latter option. However, as
I shall explain later, I actually think that my criticism is in line with the
bulk of what Kant urges in the Critique.

To see this, it might help to briefly retrace the reasoning that prompts
Kant to posit schemata. The root tension is that sense impressions are
particular, whereas the categories of the understanding are general. Were
we to count experiential episodes with a clicker, witnessing two
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instances of causation would result in two clicks, but a separate clicker
tracking uses of the category “causality” would register only one click. It
would register only one click because the relation of ground to conse-
quent stays the same wherever it is found. Kant locates this uniformity in
the mind: we come to the world expecting causal relations and then dis-
cover many of these, but we do not come to the world expecting nothing
and then discover causality. Because this self-fulfilling expectation is hard-
wired into any mind, it cannot lead to relativism. As Donald Davidson
explains, “[t]he dominant metaphor of conceptual relativism, that of dif-
fering points of view, seems to betray an underlying paradox. Different
points of view make sense, but only if there is a common coordinate sys-
tem on which to plot them [. . .]” (1973–74, p. 6). Kant sets out to map
that shared coordinate system. His conclusion is that, however foreign
another human mind may be, its experience will include things like
causes, possibilities, and so on.

Kant famously says that “[t]houghts without content are empty” and
“intuitions without concepts are blind” (B75). The Aristotelian distinc-
tion between matter and form helps him articulate this mutual depen-
dence. Kant writes that, “in respect to things in general, unbounded
reality is regarded as the matter of all possibility, but its limitation (nega-
tion) as that form through which one thing is distinguished from another
in accordance with transcendental concepts” (B322). So, even though
Kant aims to debunk many scholastic pretensions, he employs their
vocabulary to express some of his most important ideas. Indeed, “Kant
inherited from Aristotle the fundamental distinction between the ele-
ments [i.e. matter and form],” but he reworks them so that “the material
element is precisely the particular element being the given one in per-
ception, while the formal element as conceptual is the general element”
(Rotenstreich 1956, p. 28).

I think that Kant’s reworking of the Aristotelian distinction between
matter and form is largely successful. Seen in this light, sensibility sup-
plies a determinable inflow of raw materials which are instantly made
determinate by the a priori categories of the understanding. However,
one will run into trouble whenever one attempts to study those cate-
gories on their own, apart from matter. After all, “[i]f form means very
little outside of its opposition to matter, then problems arise when the
attempt is made to separate formal and material elements. [. . .] In the
face of this Kant develops some extremely subtle analogues for Platonic
participation, such as schematism [. . .]” (Caygill 1995, p. 205).

Like Aristotle, Plato used forms to account for the common denomi-
nator that runs across two or more similar things. Unlike Aristotle, how-
ever, Plato allowed for the independent existence of (upper-case) Forms,
apart from any matter. This Platonic realist view, however, generates a
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regress. For if the similarity between individuals like Socrates and Plotinus
is explained by an appeal the Form “Human” (which both men have in
common), then we seemed forced to posit yet another Form to explain
the similarity between Socrates and the Form “Human.” This is the
“third man” objection to the theory of Forms (Cohen 1971). Curiously,
by positing schemata, Kant does not wait for a critic but rather grafts a
third-man outright. Even so, I believe that Kant’s notion of schema is
vulnerable to a similar “third man” regress. If schemata are needed to
bind concepts and intuitions, then further schemata will be needed to
bind schemata and concepts and schemata and intuitions. To meet
these ever-expanding demands, the posits will have to be multiplied
exponentially.

Matter makes no sense apart from form, just as form makes no sense
without matter, so given what Kant says about thoughts without content
being “empty” and intuitions without concepts being “blind” (B75), it is
easy to see why he was drawn to the Aristotelian form/matter distinc-
tion. Yet, an overlooked virtue of the form/matter distinction is that,
properly handled, it is regress-proof. It makes no sense to ask what the
matter of matter is, or to ask what the form of form is. Kant writes that
his “aim is basically identical with [Aristotle’s] although very distant from
it in execution” (B105). However, one can wish that Kant had upheld
the Aristotelian matter/form distinction more consistently, with no hint
of Platonism. As things stand, Kant’s notion of schema is vulnerable to a
third-man regress.

Clearly, if cognition is to occur, the timeless universality of pure con-
cepts must descend to a time-bound level. “Hence an application of the
category to appearances becomes possible by means of the transcendental
time-determination which, as the schema of the concept of the under-
standing, mediates the subsumption of the latter under the former” (Kant
B178). Because there are limits to the schematic complexity that one can
envision—one cannot picture a large number like 1000 by a series of
dots (••••. . .)—Kant stresses that schemata are not images, but rather the
“representation of a general procedure of the imagination for providing a
concept with its image” (B179). The idea is that, to apply a category,
one must have recourse to some “rule” for constructing token images on
demand, since no single image could capture all the particulars that can
be encountered in experience. However, the difficulty with this proposal
is that schemata must supply (i) pure concepts with a blueprint of what
would satisfy them but (ii) must not be held as an image. It is hard to
see what could meet these demands. As Warnock explains,

[I]f I can understand my rule, and so understand what my illustrative
model is for, I have already ‘applied the concept’—namely to the model.
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But I must in this case have applied it without the rule and the model;
if so, they are unnecessary; I may find a model helpful, e.g. as a simple
specimen, or a reminder, but it cannot be used to explain how it is that
I can apply the concept. I cannot understand how a model illustrates
causality, unless I already know how ‘cause’ is is [sic] used (Warnock
1949, p. 82).

What Warnock argues, in short, is that the possession or mastery of a
rule automatically gives one some idea of what the resultant product
would look like, if and when applied. To my mind, the whole point of
saying that one has a “schematic” idea of a large number like 1000 is to
account for this phenomenological vagueness. In any event, few tran-
scendental schemata are that complex (the relation of ground to conse-
quent, for instance, is actually quite easy to fathom). Yet, if some
provisional depiction of what a rule will yield is available ahead of being
put into practice, then the imagination has already supplied that rule
with some image-like content.

Krausser (1976) suggested that Kant’s discussion of schemata outlines
the various desiderata that would have to be met by a successful theory
of pattern recognition. Krausser’s interpretation has merit, insofar as Kant
does write about the means enlisted to correctly identify the particulars
falling under that concept (B180). But, on reflection, pattern recognition
is not a good fit for the categories of the understanding, which are
defined as being pervasive and necessary. So, unless one wants to hold
that subjects are born with concepts like “dog” (Laurence and Margolis
2002), one must grant that pattern recognition is an a posteriori activity
that falls outside “the proper business of a transcendental philosophy”
(B91).

Faced with an unworkable idea, one can redouble one’s interpretive
efforts (Allison 1980; Bennett 1966; Guyer 1987) or see this as evidence
that the idea in question is mistaken (Gardner 1999; Prichard 1909;
Warnock 1949). Siding with Schopenhauer and others who are
pessimistic about the viability of schemata, I want to argue that the
faculty of the understanding does not require any schemata to render the
deliverances of sensibility intelligible. For independent philosophical
reasons (coming mainly from C. S. Peirce), I am committed to the idea
that many thought-processes are structured by some sort of diagrammatic
reasoning (see Kr€amer and Ljungberg 2016). My main claim, however,
is that so long as the various Kantian categories impose constitutive condi-
tions, such structuring should not require any application. I have poor
vision, so I am reminded of how my glasses filter my apprehension of
the world whenever I take them off. However, the kind of filter that
interests Kant is not the kind that one can ever take off. So, while I take
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issue with Kant, I actually think my proposal squares better with what
he says in the Critique.

In that work, Kant takes cognition as a whole and wonders, in effect,
how this activity is even possible. Clearly, an answer to this ambitious
query cannot be as straightforward as, say, explaining how an external
machine works, insofar as we have to utilize cognition in the very act of
investigating cognition. As Kant argues, the unity of one’s experiences
shows that “the simple and in content for itself wholly empty representa-
tion I [. . .] accompanies every concept” (B404; boldface in original; see
Westphal 2005). The goal of philosophy, then, is to make this inescapa-
bility explicit. Knowledge can be known, so epistemology—the folding
of cognition onto itself—becomes a legitimate field of inquiry. There is
a crucial error, though, that such an epistemological inquiry must never
commit, and that consists in trying to analyse something that was previ-
ously deemed primitive. As I read it, schemata are a product of that
error.

Kant repeatedly insists that his categories are the very forms of cogni-
tion. I take this to mean that the pure concepts which condition all
mental activity are not amenable to further analysis. They can be cata-
logued and taxonomized into a table, but that is about it. Yet, in spite of
this primitive status, Kant felt the need to ask how the conditions for the
possibility of knowledge are themselves possible. This effectively under-
mines the Critique’s central rationale. However, “the Deduction argues
in an abstract and general way that the categories must apply in experi-
ence, the Schematism attempts to show how it is possible to apply them
to objects of experience” (Pendlebury 1995, pp. 778–779). It seems to
me that, if the contribution of the categories is truly pervasive (whether
one looks outward or inward), then the realization that they are opera-
tive is as good an explanation as one shall ever get. Asking for more is
asking too much. This may explain why Kant was forced to concede
that “the schematism of our understanding is a hidden art in the depths
of the human soul, whose true operations we can divine from nature
and lay unveiled before our eyes only with difficulty” (B180–181).

Matherne (2014) suggested that we can dispel this apparent obscurity
if we take Kant’s reference to “art” (Kunst) seriously. She uses the notion
of art to connect the topic of schematism to tacit know-how. I am sym-
pathetic to this move. That said, an important consequence of Matherne’
proposal is that the contribution of schemata becomes something we
cannot talk about—on pain of transforming that skilful contribution into
a theoretical object or knowledge-that. We cope and orient ourselves in
the world in a mainly unspoken way (Legg 2003). If the contribution of
schemata to that coping and orienting is indeed a kind of know-how,
then beyond a certain point, discursive explication must give way to an
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acknowledgement that “[w]hat we cannot speak about we must pass
over in silence” (Wittgenstein 2001, §7). I am hesitant to label this
stance and theorize about it too vigorously, because the first rule of
quietism is that you do not speak of quietism.

Far from being spooky, such mandatory moments of silence are cen-
tral to the philosophical project of the Critique. Indeed, Kant repeatedly
warns against making positive statements about the noumenal world,
because “the categories can by no means reach beyond the boundaries of
the objects of experience” (B308). However, the fact that forms of the
understanding govern the proximate side of this phenomenal/noumenal
divide can encourage a certain temerity that we would do well to keep
in check. Even in the realm of appearances, when one asks a transcen-
dental “how is this possible?” question and arrives at an answer, it
becomes a fallacy of sorts to take that answer and ask, in turn, “and how
is this possible?” In natural science, questions about how things are possi-
ble can be asked recursively. In philosophy, however, we reach rock
bottom much faster. A parallel error in ethics, for example, would consist
in holding that P has intrinsic value while trying to justify P’s value by
appealing to its consequences. I think that this is essentially what is
happening with schemata.

Cognition involves subsuming intuitions under concepts. The notion of
schemata is no doubt relevant to an explanation of how empirical concepts
like “dog” work. Surely I have stored some schematic outline of a dog, even
when I am not before one (see Eco 1997, pp. 85–87). The situation is vastly
different, however, in the case of pure concepts. “One can call something a
dog because of what it looks like—it presents a doggish appearance—but
one cannot call something a cause because it presents a cause-ish appearance”
(Chipman 1972, p. 40; a similar point is made by Woods 1983, p. 203).
Kant’s master argument is that, although categories like causality cannot be
encountered in regular experience, they should nevertheless be counte-
nanced, because without them regular experience would fail to be intelligi-
ble. Yet, if this is so, then what are we to make of talk of “the application of
the category to appearances” (B176; boldface in original)? A concept like
“dog” is applied by picking out dogs and refraining from picking out non-
dogs. But, given that pure concepts colour every thought, there is literally
nothing to contrast them with (see Newton 2015). A pure concept, what-
ever else it may be, is not the sort of thing that requires application. It just
works, in the same direct way that matter just has a form.

John McDowell remarks, quite rightly, that “[t]he original Kantian
thought was that empirical knowledge results from a co-operation between
receptivity and spontaneity” (1996, p. 9). Hanna (2005, p. 255) calls this
the “togetherness principle.” Yet, since our use of two labels is clearly
meaningful, it is probably too much to claim, as McDowell does, that
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“receptivity does not make an even notionally separable contribution to
the co-operation” (1996, p. 9). Surely we can prescind the togetherness
principle. We should therefore aim for a conception that acknowledges two
faculties but no “third thing” (B177) connecting them.

Such a conception can be achieved if we follow Wittgenstein’s (1953,
§115) advice and disabuse ourselves of a mistaken picture. So long as we
envision the Kantian faculties as residing on different storeys—one
above, the other below, say—we will feel a need to posit a “ladder” or
“missing link” between the two. We should thus supplant this with a
better analogy, say, that of a sponge in water. This analogy is better
because it clearly makes no sense to ask what might “connect” the water
and the sponge. The lack of connector makes the situation regress-proof.
I therefore suggest that sensibility soaks in understanding in just this way.

Although Kant defines a schema as a “representation of a general pro-
cedure of the imagination for providing a concept with its image”
(B179), there is a growing realization among today’s philosophers that
procedures can be possessed and utilized without being represented (see
Gross et al. 2015; Locatelli and Wilson 2017). On my proposed reading,
we represent the world, but we cannot fully represent how exactly we
do this. Whatever its shortcoming, this nonrepresentational gloss captures
Kant’s claim that “[t]he understanding is [. . .] not merely a faculty for
making rules through the comparison of the appearances; it is itself the
legislation for nature [. . .]” (A126).

The foregoing considerations lead me to conclude that the Kantian
faculties of intuition and understanding require no schemata whatsoever
to co-operate. It is a good methodology to be charitable in one’s inter-
pretations, so it is normal that we should try to make Kant’s proposed
glue stick. However, on my reading, even the most charitable efforts will
fail whenever they ask a “How possible” question about a transcendental
“How possible” answer. The only possible answer to such a question is:
that is just the way things are. Most of the time, Kant stays true to this,
as evidenced by the fact that the section on schemata can be excised
from the Critique without much loss (see De Boer 2016, p. 441fn2). Yet,
given that the urge to analyse primitives can be catered to only at the
cost of engendering a regress, schemata might have a place in that book,
albeit in the section on paralogisms.
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Teaching Argument Diagrams to a Student
Who Is Blind
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Abstract. This paper describes how bodily positions and gestures were used to
teach argument diagramming to a student who cannot see. After listening to
short argumentative passages with a screen reader, the student had to state the
conclusion while touching his belly button. When stating a premise, he had to
touch one of his shoulders. Premises lending independent support to a conclu-
sion were thus diagrammed by a V-shaped gesture, each shoulder proposition
going straight to the conclusion. Premises lending dependent support were
diagrammed by a T-shaped gesture, the shoulder premises meeting at the collar
bone before moving down to the belly button. Arguments involving two pairs of
entailments were diagrammed by an I-shaped gesture, going from the collar
bone to a mid-way conclusion above the abdomen before travelling to the final
conclusion at the belly button. The student’s strong performance suggests that
placing propositions at different locations on the body and uniting them with
gestures can help one discern correct argumentative structures.

Keywords: Arguments � Body � Gestures

Last year, I did something I had never done before: I taught argument diagramming to a
student who cannot see. Shortly before the start of classes, I was informed by my
university’s Accessibility Services that one of my students was blind and would
therefore need accommodations. This posed a problem, since I usually spend the first
month of my Critical Thinking course teaching students how to convert argumentative
texts into diagrams with numbers and arrows. It was made clear to me that, given the
costs and delays involved, Braille was not an option (even with unlimited resources,
Braille struck me as an inferior option). A puzzle-like device has been built to help
blind students figure out categorical syllogisms [1], but syllogisms are only one type of
argument, while I was aiming for greater generality. I could have assigned different
course content. However, I had just published an article arguing that non-visual logics
are possible [2]. My student’s needs let me put this academic background to good use.

Diagrams are signs that mimic only relations, not relata [3]. Consider the argument
diagrams taught in Critical Thinking courses. Typically, individual propositions are
represented by numbers. Although this numerical assignment is arbitrary, the skeletal
structure that emerges when one relates the numbers is not, since that structure is
answerable to the logical relations holding among the various propositions. I was
already committed in print to the idea that diagrams can express such relations
non-visually, so I liked the idea of now putting that commitment to the test.
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Research has shown that, “[i]f the environment in which learning occurs is not
supportive to students with visual impairments, their learning will automatically be
interrupted” ([4], pp 22–23). I therefore met with my student beforehand, at the start of
the term. When he came to my office, I could sense that he was nervous. I therefore
broke the ice: “Listen, I’m going to be frank. I have never taught argument diagrams
with any channel other than vision. I have some promising ideas about how we might
do this. But, I want to be clear from the get-go that this will be a first, for both of us.”
This transparency put him at ease. The epistemological fallibilist in me then stepped in:
“Let’s start from the assumption that we are going to mess up. If we indeed mess up,
then I will give you a month-long extension, so that you can complete a different
chapter from our textbook. If, however, things work and you end up acquiring the skill
in question, there will be no need for an extension. Agreed?” He agreed.

Our first session was devoted to introducing the method. The goal was to translate a
string of symbols, namely a textual passage, into a diagram that exhibits the argu-
mentative structure at play in that passage. My student showed me how he uses a
computer program to hear (in a monotone robotic voice) what is written. Importantly,
he has to remember all that he hears. Since there are limits to what one can recall, I
decided to make adjustments. First, I made sure that the arguments would be at most
three propositions long (we were going to spend a mere four weeks on this, so we had
to pick battles big enough to matter but small enough to win). Second, I typed all the
passages in a simple Text document, since I discovered that extra formatting merely
hindered his computer reader. Third, I made sure to skip a line after each sentence. The
computer program did not make any noticeable pause when it encountered a period, so
I wanted to give my student a chance to really bite down on these grammatical units.
Fourth, I typed out the exercise numbers with regular language, since the computer
program reads numbers 0 to 9 quite well but starts saying things like “One Six” when it
encounters larger numbers like “16.” Finally, I lifted all time constraints and allowed
my student to listen to auditory contents as often as he wished.

The opening drill consisted in listening to a variety of arguments and picking out
the main conclusion. What is the point being made? My student had to state this
conclusion out loud. I gave him immediate feedback after each answer. To supply him
with exercises, I usually brought a USB key with a Text file that he copied onto his
laptop. However, for this warm-up exercise, I read him the arguments from a book,
repeating them in a clear voice whenever he wished.

The second task was similar to the first, only this time my student had to pick out
the reasons given to support the conclusion. I noticed that he had a tendency to shorten
the sentences by rewording them. I warned against doing this, since important parts
connecting the premises risk being discarded.

In the next task, we started incorporating the body. The goal was to exploit my
student’s prior familiarity with his own lived body in order to structure the layout of
arguments. When stating a conclusion out loud, he had to touch his belly button. When
stating a premise, he had to touch one of his shoulders. Since I could see him making
these gestures, he no longer had to preface his answers with verbal locutions like “The
conclusion is…” and “The first premise is…” Because we were working with a
maximum of three propositions, there was always enough space on his torso to locate
the relevant constituents of an argument.

784 M. Champagne



At this early stage, I included only two types of arguments, namely those where the
premises lend dependent support and those where they lend independent support. Once
my student has pinned the conclusion to his belly button, he would determine the type
of support by going from one shoulder to the belly and asking whether that relation
made any sense. Independent relations of support were thus signified by a V-shaped
gesture where each shoulder proposition went straight to the conclusion. An example of
an independent argument would be “Sushi is made from seaweed. Sushi is made from
rice. Therefore, sushi contains plant matter.” Dependent relations of support were
signified by a T-shaped gesture that first connected the premises at the collar bone
before moving straight down to the belly button. An example of a dependent argument
would be “Either the baby in my belly is kicking or I have gas. I do not have gas.
Therefore, the baby is kicking.” As my student announced the propositions and per-
formed the gestures, he looked like a Christian making the sign of the cross.

For every argument, I required my student to move in two directions before settling
on his answer. When working downward from the shoulders to the belly button, he had
to use connecting words like “and” and “Therefore,” timing those verbal cues with his
gestures. When moving upward from his belly button to his shoulders, he had to use
transition words like “Why? Because…” If there was an error in his preliminary
diagram, it tended to get exposed when it was tested in both directions.

After three weeks of practice, I felt that my student was ready for his first quiz. This
quiz was comprised of 10 questions, each worth 1%. He had his headphones on, so I
was unable to hear how many times he re-listened to the texts on his computer. I think
this privacy was a good thing, since it left him free to listen to the arguments as many
times as he needed, without worrying about what I might think. While he deliberated, I
worked silently on something else (I told him as much). My student tended to do his
trial gestures silently. However, I think that talking out loud would have been better,
pedagogically speaking. In any event, when he was done toying with an argument, he
notified me that he was ready to give his answer. I would then look and listen as he
diagrammed the argument. I graded his results silently on a notepad, scoring his
answers in an all or nothing manner, giving 1 point for a perfect diagram and 0 for
anything else. I was able to divulge his quiz result immediately after he was done.

My student was clearly intent on doing well, so he was putting a lot of pressure on
himself. In previous sessions, I noticed that he would occasionally rush to a verdict.
Diagrammatic reasoning is at its most fertile when it includes an element of play, so I
encouraged my student to toy creatively with the different logical-cum-gestural rela-
tions, feeling out which fits best.

The weeks of in-office and at-home practice proved sufficient, since my student
earned 10 out of 10 for his quiz. We kept practicing for a more challenging test that
would be worth 25%. This test added a new diagram to the mix, namely chain argu-
ments. In this structure, a premise (starting at the collar bone) leads to a mid-way
conclusion (located above the abdomen) which in turn serves as a premise for a final
conclusion (at the belly button). If dependent support is T-shaped and independent
support is V-shaped, then this iterated relation of entailment yields a bodily diagram
that is I-shaped. An example of a chain argument would be “Sarah must go visit her
parents for the holidays. As a result, she will need to take the train. Therefore, she will
need money.” What I learned was that, on its own, this diagrammatic structure was
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easy to grasp, no doubt because it reduces the threefold linkage to two pairs. That said,
when chain arguments were randomly mixed with dependent and independent argu-
ments, they became harder to spot. My student scored 20 out of 25 for this test.

All told, we worked on bodily diagramming for a month before moving on to the
next course content. One promising possibility we had no time of exploring is that of
recycling a conclusion into a premise, by sliding it from the belly button to a shoulder.
I suspect that, once mastered, this could allow one to handle lengthier arguments.

In any event, the foregoing has been predicated on a realistic, not an idealized,
conception of how inquiry proceeds. Innovations emerge from the vicissitudes of
practical engagements (that are often best expressed in a narrative format). While the
positive learning/teaching experience I have recounted was insufficiently controlled to
justify full-on theses about diagrammatic reasoning and argumentative cognition, my
student’s strong performance suggests that placing propositions at different locations on
the body and uniting them with gestures can help one discern correct argumentative
structures.

Although the diagramming method that I have described was designed to meet
special learning needs, I see no reason why it could not be used in regular class
contexts. The next step, then, would be to teach this method to more students (as a main
skill or side drill), make adjustments where necessary, and report back the findings.
Teachers and students are well placed to judge whether a given exercise works, so
ideally their first-hand reports should be incorporated into experimental designs [5].

Given that there are always students who recoil from mainstream notations, it might
be worthwhile to have an alternative method on stand-by that appeals to a sense
modality other than sight. There are many ways to learn [6] and many ways to make an
argument [7], so hopefully this bodily diagramming can add a useful arrow to the
teacher’s quiver.
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Abstract: In Natural propositions (2014), Stjernfelt contends that the 
interpretation of a proposition or dicisign requires the joint action of two kinds 
of signs. A proposition must contain a sign that conveys a general quality. This 
function can be served by a similarity-based icon or code-based symbol. In 
addition, a proposition must situate or apply this general quality, so that the 
predication can become liable of being true or false. This function is served by 
an index. Stjernfelt rightly considers the co-localization of these two parts to be 
a primitive phenomenon. Although this primitive character would seem to bar 
any further analysis, I endeavor to clarify the degree of proximity sufficient to 
enable co-localization. Siding with Pietarinen (2014), who argues that the whole 
issue should not be construed in metric terms, I conclude that one cannot make 
sense of propositional co-localization without appealing to some form of first-
person perspective. 
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Co-localization is necessary for interpreting a proposition. This is exemplified by 
the fact that, to correctly complete this article’s title, the missing word must 
appear nearby — and not, say, at the bottom of some obscure river bed in Xi’an. 

Of course, nudging the token sign-vehicle “co-localization” a few lines 
lower on this page would still have produced the desired interpretive effect. At 
some point though, things are too far apart to be co-localized. We may ask, 
therefore, what counts as sufficient proximity. 

One thing we can say with confidence is that co-localization is at least a 
two-place relation. Were something the only thing in the universe, it would 
have nothing else to be in proximity with. Numbering in two is thus crucial — 
which is why C. S. Peirce placed indexicality under the rubric of “Secondness” 
(CP 2.84). Consider language acquisition. Children learning a language must, 
among other things, be exposed to paradigmatic instances of word use. A 
conventional code may glue together linguistic meanings but, at some point, 
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token sign-vehicles like “oatmeal” must be used near token instances of 
oatmeal. Such proximity is a necessary but not sufficient condition for semiosis. 
Any brute conjunction of items that makes a difference in our cognitive 
economy is perforce a three-place relation. Indeed, to grasp (and eventually 
master) the desired association, the child must add an interpretant atop the 
mere co-localization of this and that — which is why Peirce placed 
interpretation under the rubric of “Thirdness” (CP 2.86). The third element 
could be that the child is served the slow-digesting cereal upon using the term 
“oatmeal.” In normal circumstances, this will develop into a habit tying the 
word-type and class of things. Yet, even if “much of our knowledge reflects our 
modes of cognition and is therefore not limited to inductive generalization from 
experience, let alone any training that we may have received” (Chomsky 1980: 
4), the fact remains that the word “oatmeal” is not innate. Hence, parents 
intuitively know that, for an exercise in naming to work, the thing targeted and 
word-token spoken must at some point both figure in the child’s field of 
awareness. As Peirce would say, Thirdness presupposes Secondness. 

Someone wishing to do away with such direct exposure might adduce the 
following scenario as an objection. Suppose that a person tells one: “Please 
close the door.” As one prepares to grant this request, one notices that there are 
actually two open doors, each equally distant from one. Given this equal 
distance, one would have to disambiguate the request by asking the person 
which object her index was aiming for. This objection is sensible, but it 
overlooks the fact that such a request for clarification would range over two 
doors, not fifty. The indexical sign used may be fallible, but it succeeds in 
shrinking the range of possible objects to those doors that are nearest. Hence, 
when it comes to fixing reference, the notion of nearness cannot be done away 
with. 

Building on these ideas, Frederik Stjernfelt (2014) contends that 
propositions require the joint action of two kinds of signs. On the one hand, 
there must be a sign that conveys a general quality. This function can be served 
by a similarity-based icon or a code-based symbol. On the other hand, a 
proposition must contain a sign that situates or applies this general quality. 
This function is served by an index which “forces the attention to the particular 
object intended without describing it” (Peirce CP 1.369). 

To illustrate, the word or color patch “blue,” taken by itself, conveys very 
little. However, once it is grafted to an index, “Here blue” makes a claim (that is 
liable of being true or false). On their own, indices only tell us where to look, not 
what to look for — as evidenced by the possibility of a locution like “I have no 
clue what this is.” But, when indices are combined with icons and/or symbols, 
they tell us where to look and what to look for. Following Peirce’s terminology, 
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Stjernfelt calls such claim-like compounds dicisigns (from the Latin “to say”). 
“Dicisigns are signs, to put it bluntly, which say something about something” 
(Stjernfelt 2014: 51). 

To make a claim is to take a stand, and this stand can be correct or incorrect, 
depending on the context. As Peirce writes, “[t]he readiest characteristic test 
showing whether a sign is a Dicisign or not is that a Dicisign is either true or 
false, but does not directly furnish reasons for its being so” (CP 2.310). Staying 
with the previous example, “Here blue” will be false if the particular object 
picked out by “here” is not in fact that color, whereas the claim will be true if 
the thing in question is blue. Naturally, figuring out the truth or falsity of a 
given dicisign requires (fallible) empirical inquiry. Yet, in order to get off the 
ground, such an inquiry needs to be oriented toward a region of the world. 

In humans, this activity of joining an icon or symbol with an index usually 
results in the production of a sentence. However, Stjernfelt’s account shows 
how making claims is not the sole purview of human minds. For instance, male 
fireflies in search of a mate will emit a flash at a specific time and place. 
“Translated into human language, then, the Dicisign in question will be the 
equivalent to ‘Here is a male Photinus looking for girls’” (Stjernfelt 2014: 149). A 
flash by itself is not sufficient to attract a mate, so a male cannot activate its 
bioluminescent abdomen in an isolated location if it seeks to generate the 
proper (female) response. Humans making claims usually suffer social 
consequences when they fail to tell the truth (Brandom 1994). But, even with 
non-human animals, claim-making requires taking responsibility for what one 
“says,” since the repercussions of an erroneous dicisign can include failing to 
find a mate, experiencing starvation, being caught by a predator, and so on (for 
examples related to bioluminescence, see Bennett 2014). The indexicality 
captured by “here” in Stjernfelt’s firefly reconstruction is thus crucial in 
securing the right kind of interpretation(s).  

This raises an interesting question: In a natural proposition like “Here is a 
male Photinus looking for girls,” what is the scope of “here”? Presumably, the 
index could mean in the meadow, in the bush, in this exact spot, and so on. Of 
course, once a female firefly shows up, we get a pragmatic confirmation that the 
sign-action has produced the desired interpretation. Even so, it is natural to 
wonder what degree of proximity is sufficient. 

In his Philosophical investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953: §71) 
considered the example of a person who commands another person to stand in 
a spot indicated by a hand gesture. Given the vagueness of the gesture, 
someone following this command could deviate from an ideal center and stand 
in any number of spots. Yet, even though it is unlikely that anyone could draw a 
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sharp line, there is a distance beyond which we would normally consider a 
person to be standing too far afield. Distance thus constrains interpretation. 

Stjernfelt gives a nice illustration of what is at stake: “The example of 
painting-with-legend may make the idea (maybe deceptively) clear: the small 
plate with the title of the painting should be on the frame, on the back side or 
otherwise near to the painting in order to be recognized as indicating the 
subject relevant for the painted surface” (2015: 159). Clearly, when deciding 
where to put the small plate, museum curators have some spatial leeway. Yet, 
equally clearly, they cannot place the plate and painting too far apart. Hence, 
for the particular and general parts of a propositional sign-vehicle to trigger the 
desired interpretation, it is imperative that “[i]n some sense, the two should be 
co-localized” (Stjernfelt 2015: 159). 

Reviewing Stjernfelt’s work, Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen wonders “how far co-
localization alone can take us […]” (2014: 301). Pietarinen is right that “it cannot 
merely be a metric kind of co-localization or proximity because [...] those are 
topologically void [...]” (Pietarinen 2014: 301). Topology (from the Greek words 
“place” and “study”), a field pioneered by Peirce (NEM 2.165), investigates 
spatial relations while leaving size and magnitude unspecified. As Pietarinen 
observes, “the power of symbolized propositions lies precisely in that they may 
succeed in denoting indefinitely remote objects” (2014: 301). For instance, to 
interpret the proposition “The galaxy farthest from Earth is a lenticular galaxy,” 
one need not visit or even view the galaxy in question. In this respect, 
Pietarinen is right that proximity is irrelevant. Stjernfelt’s work nevertheless 
calls attention to another relation where proximity does matter. Clearly, the 
predicate “…is a lenticular galaxy” will mean little until and unless that sign-
vehicle is grafted to another sign-vehicle, in this case “The galaxy farthest from 
Earth…” 

This distinction is crucial. As Stjernfelt explains, “it is not the sign and its 
object which are or should be co-localized, it is the Subject and the Predicate 
parts or aspects of the proposition sign itself” (2015: 159). There is an 
indexicality that runs cross-wise within a proposition, so even if a suitably-
arranged dicisign is able to pick out indefinitely remote objects, the two parts of 
this compound sign cannot be indefinitely remote from one another. 

Consider someone who would want to explain the joining of “The galaxy 
farthest from Earth…” and “…is a lenticular galaxy” solely by appealing to the 
rules of grammar. To be sure, once those sign-vehicles are visually conjoined, 
grammar can (and must) kick in. Established linguistic habits might even allow 
one to surmise which predicate best fits the grammatical subject “The galaxy 
farthest from Earth....” Even so, other predicates can complete this claim, most 
notably the negation “…is not a lenticular galaxy.” So, the only way to find out 
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what completes a proposition is to find out — and this requires that the sign-
vehicles actually appear together in experience. Consider this my first claim (I 
will put my key findings in italics and summarize them at the end). 

Conceding as much, Stjernfelt makes it clear that “the existence of the 
Dicisign presupposes relational realism” (2014: 91). In fact, Stjernfelt goes so far 
as to contend that “co-localization is the candidate of a Peircean primitive” 
(2015: 160). I agree with Stjernfelt that, being primitive, co-localization is a 
phenomenon that explains but cannot be explained. This nevertheless leaves 
much to be clarified.  

In keeping with relational realism, it is not up to us what appears jointly in 
experience. As Peirce writes, the “index is physically connected with its object 
[…] but the interpreting mind has nothing to do with this connection, except 
remarking it, after it is established” (CP 2.299). Failure to appreciate this can 
give rise to sterile research programs. It can be tempting, for instance, to think 
that the parts of the dicisign are glued together by an act of inference. Consider 
the basic inference known as “adjunction”: 

 
1. P   (premise) 
2. Q  (premise) 
Therefore, 
3. P&Q   (1, 2, adjunction) 

 
It is natural to assume that an inferring agent is fully responsible for the 

conclusion 3. Alas, this would give rational thought too great a role. To witness 
the primitivity of co-localization, imagine that one were asked to perform the 
same adjunction inference using only the following material: 

 
1. G   (premise) 

 
What should G be conjoined with? Clearly, for one to perform an adjunction 

inference, one must be given another premise. Importantly, this other premise is 
a content that no deductive argument can generate. Deductively, the only free-
ride we get is the conclusion G&G, since everything is an icon of itself (see 
Champagne 2015: 542). But, beyond that, new contents must enter into 
awareness. Thus, without input from the world, all inferential powers (except 
sheer guessing) must remain on stand-by. 

Of course, as soon as another premise, say K, comes into view, then a 
conclusion can be safely drawn, in this case G&K. But the point is that the relata 
must actually come into view. Hence, anyone wishing to gloss indexicality as a 
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mere pairing would smuggle in proximity without ever really acknowledging it, 
since only proximity reveals what is paired. 

It is true that, in Peirce’s diagrammatic logic, we can imagine the 
underlying “sheet to be very large; and the interpreter may move it so as to carry 
what is written upon it far beyond the field of vision. This will mirror his putting 
the propositions away from his attention” (Peirce LF: 691; I am quoting from a 
private pre-publication copy, so final pagination may differ). However, that 
distance (and inattention) cannot be too great, since an item that could not be 
co-localized with the rest would become unavailable for diagrammatic 
manipulation and thereby vanish, practically speaking (until and unless it was 
somehow reintroduced). So, while the sheet of assertion beneath Peirce’s 
Existential Graphs does not have a boundary, it is nevertheless framed by 
ignorance. If one can wonder whether to relate “X and __,” then the second 
relatum is not near enough. As a result, we might say that the question of two 
items’ minimum proximity is answered as soon as it can be posed. 

In a recent semiotic inquiry, I remarked that “scattering apart the linguistic 
sign-vehicles of the Rosetta Stone so that they never meet would have been a 
sure-fire way to foreclose all the novel inferences made on their basis” 
(Champagne 2016: 32). Here, I am essentially exploring the underlying 
principles that make this so. 

Interestingly, in the graphical logic developed by Peirce, the visual 
juxtaposition of two or more conjuncts suffices to express a conjunction 
(Roberts 1973: 33). An inference rule like adjunction could not even be 
expressed in Existential Graphs. Write the premises P and Q and you thereby 
write the conclusion P&Q. Peirce’s logic thus takes conjunction to be literally 
non-inferential. So, from an exegetic standpoint, Stjernfelt is undoubtedly 
correct to say that “co-localization is the candidate of a Peircean primitive” 
(2015: 160). 

Simpler signs like subject and predicate must be side by side for a more 
complex sign like a proposition to do its referential work, but how close must 
those parts be? Since metric distance cannot tell us what counts as sufficient 
proximity, I submit that there is no way to make sense of such indexical proximity 
without appealing to the notion of a field of awareness, broadly and un-
psychologistically construed. Reaching the same conclusion, Stjernfelt writes 
that the relata of a dicisign are “synthesized because they are aspects of the 
same topological section of the cognitive process; to put it psychologically, they 
may be perceived in one glance” (2015: 159). Of course, if we need to 
countenance a field of awareness, then we need to countenance all that this 
field includes. Iconic, indexical, and symbolic relations tend to blend, so a 
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faithful description of what is going on would likely be messy. Even so, 
appealing to a field of awareness seems indispensable. 

Entry into a field of awareness — which we might gloss as the gradual or 
sudden passage from ignorance to (bare) knowledge — is a pervasive 
phenomenon. It holds in time as well as in space. To appreciate this, imagine 
that one hears “This apple is...” followed by a long silence. How long can one 
wait for this proposition to resume? The pause that sunders the dicisign might 
vary a great deal, depending on one’s lifespan (and/or attention span). Yet, it is 
clear that, until and unless a predicate portion appears within an auditory field 
of awareness, what we have is not really a dicisign, since the sign has not yet 
managed to “say” anything. 

Now, imagine that, in a million years, the sentence finally finishes with “…a 
nutritious fruit.” If this sign-vehicle is experienced, it can be meaningfully 
conjoined with the earlier portion. Clearly, without temporal co-localization, 
familiar linguistic (and musical) devices like anaphora would become 
inoperative. Although we rarely encounter a pause so long that it prevents all 
interpretations, contemplating that possibility lets us appreciate the transition 
from ignorance to non-ignorance that occurs when more relata get related. 

No organism, organ, or instrument can circumvent the fact that a 
proposition interrupted in time or in space must resume in order to be properly 
interpreted. Yet, given that indexicality’s range is experiential, it follows that 
the scope of indexicality will vary according to who/what you are. Presumably, if 
a very powerful (or very large) creature were able to co-localize “in one glance” 
(Stjernfelt 2015: 159) both this article’s incomplete title and the missing word in 
Xi’an, that situation might count as near enough to produce the correct 
interpretant(s). By contrast, what counts as proximity for a firefly may be quite 
close. As a result, “[t]he relevant maximum Universe of Discourse probably 
varies […] depending upon [...] what Uexküll addressed as the Umwelt of that 
species” (Stjernfelt 2014: 132). Experimental testing might allow researchers to 
find out, with great precision, that a given organism can only co-localize objects 
appearing within a certain metric distance. However, such a quantitative result 
would merely confirm that a given field of awareness is finite. Animals vary 
wildly in their powers, but no one is aware of everything. 

The foregoing suggests that, by tracking where/when ignorance converts 
into awareness, we can track the bounds of co-localization. Despite being 
primitive, there is no reason to suppose that this transition from ignorance to 
co-localized awareness is spooky. For instance, if a teacher tells students that 
they will fail a class unless they correctly name the letter following ___ in the 
alphabet, the students’ gazes will anxiously converge on the empty spot. The 
teacher’s instructions supply them with an index (“look there”), but even the 
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most enthusiastic student will have to wait for an actual letter to appear before 
co-localizing it with the teacher’s instructions. Until then, the unfilled spot will 
be like a slot machine wheel spinning 26 alphabetical possibilities in an 
undecided blur. Only the appearance of a determinate letter can end this 
uncertainty and trigger correct interpretants. 

Now, suppose that the letter “V” is shown. Given the naming task, “W” 
suddenly becomes the correct answer. If most or all students converge on this 
same response, we have relational realism to thank. Importantly though, the 
response times of a task can be fast, but those response times cannot be faster 
than the deliverances of experience, since an interpretant produced before an 
object appears would hardly count as a “response.” We can consider this a law — 
an epistemological ceiling akin to the physical tenet that nothing in the 
universe can outrun the speed of light. It is nicely expressed in the Peircean 
recognition that, from an ordinal standpoint, Thirdness comes after Secondness. 

Stjernfelt suggests that co-localization “may prove to form the entrance-
gate to a whole range of deep issues” (2015: 159). He is right. Although I have 
not exhaustively charted all the issues, I would identify the following 
conclusions as worth keeping: 

1)  Short of conjecture, the only way to find out what completes an 
incomplete dicisign is to find out, and this requires that the general and 
particular sign-vehicles actually appear together. 

2)  Metric distance sheds only accidental light on the conditions of (1), 
since the proximity that is essential to indexicality must involve some 
distance but can involve any distance. 

3)  Given (2), there is no way to make sense of (1) without appealing to the 
notion of a field of awareness, broadly and un-psychologistically 
construed. 

4) The range of the field of awareness in (3) is species-specific. 
5) Despite the variability of (4), the question of two items’ minimum 

proximity is answered as soon as the relata at hand can be identified. 
6) The identification in (5) cannot be faster than the deliverances of 

experience. 
This article’s title is gerrymandered to show that co-localization is necessary 

for interpreting a proposition. Pushing this further, I have tried to show that, 
since a minimum of proximity is needed for co-localization to occur, proximity is 
in turn necessary for interpreting a proposition. Pietarinen (2014) insists, quite 
rightly, that a tenable analysis must construe such proximity in topological, not 
metric, terms. The take-away message of my investigation is that one cannot 
conduct a topological analysis without appealing to some first-person 
perspective — as impersonal as it may be. 
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If the joint appearance of sufficiently close sign-vehicles is indeed a 
primitive phenomenon, there is not much we can do to change or justify it. I 
nevertheless think that the interlocking tenets I have listed capture “what must 
be the characters of all signs used by a ‘scientific’ intelligence, that is to say, by 
an intelligence capable of learning by experience” (Peirce CP 2.227; emphasis in 
original). 

References 
Bennett, Tyler James. 2014. Biosemiotics and bioluminescence. Chinese Semiotic Studies 10(4). 

605–615. 
Brandom, Robert. 1994. Making it explicit: Reasoning, representing, and discursive 

commitment. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Champagne, Marc. 2015. A less simplistic metaphysics: Peirce’s layered theory of meaning as 

a layered theory of being. Sign Systems Studies 43(4). 523–552. 
Champagne, Marc. 2016. Diagrams of the past: How timelines can aid the growth of historical 

knowledge. Cognitive Semiotics 9(1). 11–44. 
Chomsky, Noam. 1980. Rules and representations. Behavioral and Brain Sciences 3(1). 1–61. 
Peirce, Charles Sanders. 1931–1958. The collected papers of Charles Sanders Peirce. C. 

Hartshorne, P. Weiss, and A. W. Burks (eds.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Referred to in the text as CP. 

Peirce, Charles Sanders. 1976. New elements of mathematics. C. Eisele (ed.). The Hague: 
Mouton. Referred to in the text as NEM. 

Peirce, Charles Sanders. Forthcoming. Logic of the future: Peirce’s writings on Existential 
Graphs. Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen (ed.). Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton. Referred to in the text as 
LF. 

Pietarinen, Ahti-Veikko. 2014. Natural propositions naturalized? Cognitive Semiotics 7(2). 297–
303. 

Roberts, Don D. 1973. The Existential Graphs of Charles S. Peirce. The Hague: Mouton. 
Stjernfelt, Frederik. 2014. Natural propositions: The actuality of Peirce’s doctrine of dicisigns. 

Boston: Docent. 
Stjernfelt, Frederik. 2015. Swampman encounters an immediate object. Cognitive Semiotics 

8(2). 155–172. 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 1953. Philosophical investigations. G. E. M. Anscombe (trans.). Oxford: 

Blackwell.  



48  Marc Champagne  

 

Bionote 
Marc Champagne 
Marc Champagne (b. 1976) is an instructor of Philosophy at Kwantlen Polytechnic University. 
His research interests include semiotics, philosophy of mind, epistemology, and the history of 
ideas. His publications include Consciousness and the philosophy of signs (2018), “Diagrams 
and alien ways of thinking” (in press), as well as the authoritative entry on “Semiotics” for 
Oxford University Press’s online Bibliographies in philosophy (2014). 



Consciousness and the Philosophy of Signs:  
A New Précis

Marc Champagne
Kwantlen Polytechnic University

Lecture delivered 17 December 2019  
to the Toronto Semiotic Circle.1

Introduction

I will be talking today about the limits of cognitive science. I won’t be 
talking about contingent shortcomings that could perhaps be remedied 
with, say, more time, resources, or ingenuity. Rather, I will be concerned 

with limitations that are “baked into” the very enterprise. The main blind 
spot, I will argue, is consciousness—but not for the reasons typically given.

Cognitive science has experienced significant growth in the last de-
cades, so why should one consider consciousness elusive—or at any rate 
more problematic than other objects of scientific study? In the philosophy 
of mind literature, there are many thought-experiments and arguments 
that aim to establish that (at least some aspects of) consciousness cannot 
be captured by regular scientific explanation. The most memorable, in my 
estimate, is Frank Jackson’s (1982, 1986) knowledge argument.

Jackson argues that, if a neuroscientist named Mary were to be raised 
in a black-and-white environment from birth and taught everything about 
vision and colour science, her extensive knowledge would still not enable 
her to know, in advance of a genuine encounter, what it’s like to see red. 

1 Editor’s Note: The Toronto Semiotic Circle lecture represented in this slightly edited 
transcript was co-hosted by the Ryerson University Department of Philosophy and the 
Meaning Lab (Department of Languages, Literatures & Cultures). Since the précis consists 
entirely of new material, it functions both as a companion piece to the preceding book 
review of the same title and as a fresh take on the book’s core argument. 
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She can learn much about that colour in her monochrome setting. But, 
even with access to a completed neuroscience, she will appreciate the 
experiential quality of red only upon her release.

I’m a big fan of this argument. Jackson’s scenario, however, calls on 
some science-fiction that gives me pause. For one thing, doctoring a black-
and-white environment is admittedly just an idealization. For instance, if 
one worries that Mary might experience red by seeing her blood, one can 
alter the story so that she wears special colour-negating goggles and so 
on. Alas, these ad hoc fixes make the starting scenario far-fetched. More 
problematically, the story requires Mary to be maximally informed, but 
no single human can be maximally informed about any science—let alone 
all the sciences needed to exhaustively comprehend color vision.

As a result of these outlandish assumptions, there will always be those 
(like Dennett 1991: 399–400) who suspect that the knowledge argument’s 
conclusion is dubious. That is a shame, since in principle the qualitative 
dimension of consciousness should be something that we are all familiar 
with. I therefore want to avoid speculative detours and instead articulate 
the basic philosophic worry using only ordinary premises.

Current work in philosophy of mind can sometimes seem arcane, so 
my goal today will be to answer the question: why bother? I have spent 
a whole book and several articles trying to make sense of the qualitative 
dimension of consciousness, but there is no point in trying to sell a solution 
unless we have first established (independently of any academic literature) 
that there is a real problem to solve. So, if I can’t convey my position in 
under an hour, I can at least convey the issue that motivates it.

For what it’s worth, I have decided not to rehearse any previous 
material, so everything I will say today is a fresh gloss—one that I am 
fortunate to make with the benefit of some hindsight. So, if anything I say 
sounds incomplete, it is probably because it is. For those wishing to fill 
the gaps, the companion piece to this talk is the book by the same name 
(Champagne 2018).

The Ordinary Knowledge Argument,  
Less Comfortable Version

With that orientation and caveat in mind, let me start with two premises 
which I trust everyone will accept. First: humans are capable of having 
orgasms. We can add to this another uncontroversial claim, namely that 
humans are capable of using language. Putting aside science-fiction, an 
acknowledgement of these two claims generates a problem. Let me out-
line how.
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The human experience of orgasms and the human use of language both 
unfold diachronically, so there had to be a time when both were absent 
from one’s cognitive life. One consequence of this unfolding in time is 
that most of us learned the word “orgasm” before we actually experienced 
one. The usual developmental timeline, then, seems to have three distinct 
segments. First, there was a period when one did not have any orgasm 
and did not even know the word for that. Next in line was a period when 
one generally knew the word but still had not undergone the particular 
experience it picks out. Finally, there came a time when one underwent 
one’s first orgasm, thereby augmenting one’s earlier mastery of the relevant 
bit of language with a first-hand experience.

I am not concerned with how long each segment of this timeline 
lasted, but only with the possibility that events can unfold in that order: 
total ignorance, followed by hearsay, and finally first-hand appreciation. 
Some individual lives no doubt unfold differently. One could, for instance, 
experience an orgasm before learning the word for that. Nevertheless, 
given the (arguably standard) sequence of events just outlined, the second 
segment becomes philosophically interesting.

There was presumably a time in one’s life when, despite never having 
had an orgasm, one knew how to deploy the word in appropriate contexts; 
using it grammatically in conversations, and so on. In other words, passing 
the Turing test in front our peers, we faked it until we made it.

Now, suppose that, in a bid to improve one’s linguistic performance, 
one asked a more experienced friend to describe in more detail what it’s 
like to have an orgasm. A person in the know might give the following 
answer: you become all warm, it tingles, you momentarily forget where 
you are, your body stiffens, it’s like the feeling of release that you get in a 
hot shower after a hard workout, and so on.

Such replies can vary, but they all essentially try to reason by analogy. 
One takes a qualitative feel and attempts to convey the quality in question 
by appealing to similar qualitative feels. You will notice that this com-
municative strategy is premised on two assumptions. First, it is assumed 
that the descriptions each pick out experiences that the question-asker has 
already undergone—otherwise these descriptions will in turn be unknown 
and thus compound the starting problem by leading to a regress. If one has 
never felt a tingling sensation, that analogy will not be very informative. 
Second, it is assumed that experiences sum, such that many conjoined 
descriptions can shed light on a single qualitative experience. An orgasm 
is a unitary experience, but we deploy a battery of adjectives to describe it.
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Our everyday talk nevertheless makes it seem that, if one is able 
to analyze the feeling of an orgasm as the feeling of heat, the feeling of 
tingling, and the feeling of slight dizziness (say), one can simply add a 
plus sign between those parts to obtain the sum. This is, however, wildly 
implausible. I might say, in an ordinary conversation, that wasabi is like 
tasting hot sauce while sneezing. However, someone who tries to recreate 
that experience by sipping on Tabasco sauce and blowing her nose will 
not succeed in producing the taste of wasabi. The same goes for orgasms, 
which (thankfully?) cannot be produced by jointly doctoring sensations 
of heat, tingling, and slight dizziness. This fact alone should cast doubt on 
the ability of language to do the referential work required.

This dubious tally and threat of regress notwithstanding, what mat-
ters for my purpose is that a word is explained with still more words. 
This attempt to explain a word with words may look circular, but the 
truth is that a large enough circle can achieve wonders. A dictionary, 
for example, does just that. Yet, what has been said about the translation 
manual of John Searle’s (1980) Chinese room is equally applicable to a 
dictionary in one’s native language, namely that, without an appreciation 
of the referents, “[t]he trip through the dictionary would amount to a 
merry-go-round, passing endlessly from one meaningless symbol or 
symbol-string (the definiens) to another (the definiendum), never com-
ing to a halt on what anything meant” (Harnad 1990: 339). If a network 
of word-to-word relations is sufficiently large and sufficiently systematic, 
it can provide knowledge, albeit only knowledge of the sort that Bertrand 
Russell (1910–1911) called “knowledge by description”. What is missing, 
ostensibly, is “knowledge by acquaintance”.

Now that we have introduced this important analytical distinction, 
imagine that the person wishing to know more about orgasms decided 
to learn all the knowledge by description that one can possibly acquire 
about that subject. Since people can write down their first-person reports, 
such an armchair student of orgasms would have access to texts aiming 
to be maximally descriptive (like something written by a trained phe-
nomenologist), as well as texts aiming to be maximally evocative (like 
something composed by a poet or romance novelist). In addition, one 
could read biology textbooks, watch video footage of people undergoing 
the experience, and whatever else isn’t an orgasm itself. The question is: 
Could such theoretical learning, pushed to its maximum, ever allow one 
to know what it’s like to have an orgasm?

To gauge the likelihood of this, imagine that one’s high school friend 
returned from a long reading session at the library to boast that he/she 
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knew—without ever having one—what it feels like to have an orgasm. 
How seriously would we take that claim to knowledge? Surely, most of us 
would scoff at such a boast.

Recall that, unlike a color-blind neuroscientist, most of us occupied 
this position at some point. There was presumably a period in one’s lifetime 
when, despite never having had an orgasm, one knew the word. Yet, when 
our friends confessed that they had recently felt something extraordinary, 
few of us turned to a study of books in order to fill this intriguing gap in 
our knowledge. The shorter route of first-hand experience seemed, by 
comparison, much more fun. So, when one finally underwent the experi-
ence, did one learn something conveyed exclusively by that experience?

I surmise that each of us privately thought “So that’s what an orgasm 
feels like!” Only subsequent philosophical schooling can make one hesi-
tant about the genuine novelty of this experience—and only philosophical 
schooling could make one take seriously the suggestion that ignorance 
about a conscious experience can always be remedied with more book 
learning.

The scientific knowledge housed in a library is not useless, but when it 
comes to consciousness it ostensibly leaves something out. Technological 
improvements can give us better brain scans, finer-grained behavioural 
descriptions, and maybe even sharper verbal reports. But, if the present 
considerations are correct, there are principled reasons why such improve-
ments will fall short of conveying what a given conscious episode feels 
like. Unless, that is, scientific papers on orgasms always end by saying: 
“Oh, and go have one.”

The Ordinary Knowledge Argument,  
More Comfortable Version

If ordinary and scientific descriptions cannot fully convey the feel of a 
conscious experience, then what is being left-out? The catch-all term for 
this residue, originated by the American polymath and pioneer in semiot-
ics Charles Sanders Peirce, is “qualia”. This term, which is the shortened 
form of “qualisign”, ranges over more than orgasms. So, to show how the 
foregoing lesson about the limits of linguistic description generalizes, I 
want to repeat my ordinary knowledge argument with another, less pro-
vocative, example: what is it like to taste/smell durian fruit?

This is a useful example because, unlike orgasms, many people have 
no clue what this qualia is. It is therefore interesting to listen to a dialogue 
between those who have tried durian and those who have not. Those who 
once ate the fruit invariably employ the same appeal to analogy discussed 
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earlier. Yet, such appeals stand a chance of working only if they relate an 
unknown experience to a known one. If, for instance, I compare the smell 
of durian to the Indian cooking spice asafoetida, my comparison will not 
improve your epistemic lot if you have never smelled asafoetida.

Those eager to figure out what we are talking about can thus turn to 
the internet for guidance. The Wikipedia (2019) entry for “Durian” gives 
the following quote from Alfred Russell Wallace:

The five cells are silky-white within, and are filled with a mass of firm, 
cream-coloured pulp, containing about three seeds each. This pulp is 
the edible part, and its consistence and flavour are indescribable. A rich 
custard highly flavoured with almonds gives the best general idea of it, 
but there are occasional wafts of flavour that call to mind cream-cheese, 
onion-sauce, sherry-wine, and other incongruous dishes. [ . . . ] It is nei-
ther acidic nor sweet nor juicy; yet it wants neither of these qualities [ . . . ].

Wikipedia (2019) also cites the food and travel writer Richard Ster-
ling, who describes the fruit’s odour as “pig-shit, turpentine and onions, 
garnished with a gym sock” and adds that “[o]ther comparisons have 
been made with the [thick yellowish musky-odoured substance found 
in a sac near the anus of the civet], sewage, stale vomit, skunk spray and 
used surgical swabs.”

To the outsider, it is not at all clear how this eclectic barrage of ad-
jectives is supposed to sum. Looking for more precise language, one can 
consult scientific papers detailing the chemical composition of the durian 
fruit (e.g., Li et al. 2017). Since, for every unfamiliar term one encounters, 
one can search the internet to one’s satisfaction, the resources currently at 
our disposal are the closest we can realistically get to the domain-specific 
omniscience stipulated in Jackson’s knowledge argument. Still, the me-
dium is limited.

To overcome those limitations, one can add behavioural observations. 
On YouTube, for example, there are numerous videos of people trying 
durian fruit for the first time. Once again the medium, while richer, is 
limited. Far from helping, these videos only reinforce the sense that this 
is truly a quality that one must experience oneself.

Given that Mary the neuroscientist suffers only from a local ignorance, 
my suggestion is that we can find an unknown quality that puts us in her 
situation—without being raised in a black-and-white environment from 
birth. So, if one believes that the words, numbers, and diagrams employed 
in scientific practice do not have the sort of limits that proponents of qualia 
argue they do, one can drop the speculations and actually test the situation.



 Book Reviews 449

Such a test comes in three stages that map onto the segmented timeline 
discussed earlier. The initial period consists in not knowing the relevant 
word. That time has passed, since by now one already knows that there is 
a fruit called “durian”. Whether one can occupy the second stage depends 
on one’s personal history. If one has tasted durian before, it is too late to 
turn back the clock and recapture one’s pre-qualitative ignorance. Hence, 
the people who can test my ordinary knowledge argument are those who 
have learned the word “durian” but have never tasted or smelled the actual 
fruit (for convenience, I use the verb “to eat” to capture both tasting and 
smelling).

For people in that position who wish to conduct the test, the protocol 
is quite simple. Browse the internet until you are confident that you know 
what it’s like to eat durian fruit. This could take a while, but there are no 
time constraints. In fact, the longer the period of online research, the more 
conclusive the test becomes. Read and watch everything you can, short of 
tasting and smelling an actual durian. Transition from the second to the 
third stage happens when, mimicking Mary’s emergence, one comes face 
to face with the genuine article. So, when confidence in your internet-
gleaned knowledge by description reaches its apex, go to your nearest 
Asian grocery store, purchase a durian, and enjoy. Then, pay attention.

As a spoiler alert, we will have a taste test at the end of my talk. Ad-
mittedly, the novelty of eating a fruit cannot match the intensity of an 
orgasm, but it should nevertheless give you a vivid appreciation of the 
core situation that drives my philosophical work on qualia. The question 
one must ask oneself upon actually eating the fruit is the following: is it 
really the case that experiencing the durian fruit first-hand added nothing 
to one’s knowledge?

Like any serious experiment, it is important to answer this question 
in an unbiased way. So, ideally, tasters should train themselves beforehand 
in the methods outlined in Shaun Gallagher and Dan Zahavi’s excellent 
manual on phenomenology (2008: 21–28). If one wants to trade this 
approach for the “heterophenomenology” outlined by Daniel Dennett 
(2003), then one can conduct the test with a large sample of random 
people and ask them whether eating the actual fruit added something to 
their knowledge by description. If the overwhelming answer given is “Yes”, 
then one has to take these reports at face-value, since phenomenology and 
heterophenomenology exhaust the logical terrain.

Even so, to the extent that phenomenology and heterophenomenol-
ogy (i.e., regular science) both express their results in linguistic signs, 
both face limitations. What can one say about the new experience that 
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one undergoes when one finally eats durian? Since the issue pertains to 
the limits of language-compatible knowledge, and since the conclusion is 
that qualia escape the net of linguistic description, it might be appropriate 
to follow Wittgenstein’s (1921: 89) famous seventh clause and shut up. At 
some point, theorizing must stop.

A Few Words about Staying Silent

Now, one might worry that “[t]he idea of ‘Tractatus 7.1’—an explanation 
of Tractatus 7—seems like a contradiction, or a violation” (Caws 2006: 11). 
I am not so sure. Of course, if one conducts one’s inquiry as a philosopher 
of language, then doubling-down on language when one has reached the 
breaking point of language is a misguided strategy. That is why I switch 
from philosophy of language to philosophy of signs. Indeed, the advantage 
of semiotic inquiry over regular philosophy of language is that one gets all 
the resources afforded by linguistic signs, plus other non-verbal resources, 
such as indices and icons. In this way, an account of consciousness growing 
out of Peirce’s semiotic work can provide tools to demystify the “show” 
portion of Wittgenstein’s remarks.

Such demystification is sorely needed. For example, near the end of his 
Tractatus, Wittgenstein makes three rapid-fire claims: “There are, indeed, 
things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. 
They are what is mystical” (1921, section 6.522: 89; emphasis in original). 
This is an unfortunate cluster of claims, since one can accept that some 
experiences cannot be put into words and are indeed manifest—all while 
denying that this silence and self-evidence are in any way “mystical”. Even 
if we suppose that the conditional “If x is mystical, then x is ineffable” is 
true, there is no valid inference from that premise to the conclusion “If 
x is ineffable, then x is mystical.” It takes a biconditional to license that 
inference, but we have no reason whatsoever to endorse an equivalence 
between ineffability and mysticism.

Much the opposite, I regard the work of sub-verbal signs to be wholly 
consistent with the scientific method. After all, if a naturalist “goes through 
the trouble of taking a flat-Earther into space and asks that sceptic to 
look out the window, it is expected that the verdict rendered by such an 
experience will be decisive. If, upon viewing our spherical planet from 
space, our interlocutor continues to maintain that the Earth is flat, we 
are fully within our rational rights to dismiss that interlocutor and halt 
our efforts at persuasion” (Champagne 2020: 163). Epistemologists like 
Wilfrid Sellars (1956) have argued that such appeals cannot hold sway in 
rational contexts, but I would argue that, in assessing the truth of claims 



 Book Reviews 451

(scientific or otherwise), conscious experience is paramount (see Cham-
pagne 2016). In assessing whether qualia are present in our conscious 
lives, things should be no different.

That is not to say that there are no smart people who deny qualia. 
However, many of the usual objections to Jackson’s argument about Mary 
cease to apply when it comes to my version involving durian. It would 
be bizarre, for instance, to hold that, when one experiences the fruit in 
question, all that one acquires is some sort of “know-how” (Nemirow 
2007). Maybe one learned how to crack open the durian’s spiky shell—I 
am willing to grant that. But, the idea that tastes and smells are skills, even 
if it fits well with a functionalist input-output scheme, makes little sense 
to me. The so-called “ability hypothesis” is only plausible where abilities 
are involved. Here, I detect none.

One could also resist the conclusion about a novel experiential quality 
by replying that one could and should have searched the internet more 
extensively beforehand. Fair enough. After all, my ordinary knowledge 
argument cannot have the force of Jackson’s version, because my version 
concedes that a person wishing to take the bookish route will never attain 
omniscience. You will die before you are awarded all the PhDs needed to 
be a super-expert on durians (or orgasms). Surely, though, such epistemic 
limitations should not bother a naturalist. I do not think the novelty of a 
first-hand encounter will dissipate by engaging in more detailed prepara-
tory studies. If one points out that this conclusion is not fully established 
because it involves a partially-informed subject, then I count that as a 
virtue, since we are all partially-informed subjects.

A more interesting and less explored issue in the vicinity would be 
to ask what would happen if the internet in my experimental design was 
enhanced to include tastes and smells. The attempt to simulate smells 
is as old as perfume, but in the 1960s special theatres tried to enhance 
movie-goers’ experience with aroma dispensers. Although the smells 
could be released, they lingered on, to the point that customers became 
nauseated with them. A virtual reality company named All these Worlds 
has recently developed a scent collar that uses wireless technology to 
emit up to ten custom scents. These scents stop when the airflow stops. 
Cognitive engineers are hoping that these aromas will trigger memories 
and thus powerful emotions. Those trying to simulate tastes are after 
even bigger game. Indeed, the company named Project Nourished pitches 
its research and development program by asking: what if you could eat 
anything you want without regret? Enjoying conscious qualia without 
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coming into contact with the usual physical substrate would be the Holy 
Grail of weight loss.

Yet, whatever design engineers eventually arrive at, that design will 
be answerable to one crucial constraint, namely that the felt end-result 
must resemble what(ever) one wants to evoke. In other words, scientists 
are looking for better and better icons.

Unpacking the Expression “So That’s What It’s Like!”

An icon is a sign that refers to its object by resembling its object. If a leads 
to a′, then a gets the label of “sign-vehicle” and a′ gets the label of “object”, 
but that sense of direction can just as well be reversed, because similarity 
is a symmetrical relation. It is also, at minimum, a two-place relation, 
in this case between a and a′ (which become triadically related when 
interpreted). Since the ultimate form of resemblance would be complete 
replacement, the best icon would be a sign that is its object. Hence, the 
ultimate way for an internet user to learn the smell, taste, and texture of 
a durian is to order one online.

Of course, if you eat an actual durian, you get the physical substrate 
and thus the calories. Yet, given that the qualia and the token thing always 
come together, can we really distinguish the experiential quality from the 
thing that prompts it? Much of my work over the past decade has been 
devoted to unpacking the persistent sense that, as bizarre as it may seem, 
we can make such a distinction.

As I recount in my book Consciousness and the Philosophy of Signs 
(Champagne 2018), Peirce’s term “qualia” got picked up by analytic 
philosophers, but the theoretical framework behind it remained mostly 
ignored. Going back to Peirce’s original formulation can thus shed light 
on the ideas and faculties that risk making the qualitative dimension of 
consciousness look foreign.

Peirce writes that “[a] Qualisign is a quality which is a sign. It cannot 
actually act as a sign until it is embodied; but the embodiment has nothing 
to do with its character as a sign” (1903: EP2.291). For example, if I want 
to convey to you the vibrant hue of Batwoman’s hair by using an exemplar 
instead of a word, it doesn’t matter whether I use a red wig or Santa’s suit, 
since the vehicle that will let interpretation reach the sign’s intended object 
is the colour, not the thing that bears it. This applies to all qualities. As 
a matter of empirical fact, we humans can indeed distinguish between a 
putrid smelling thing and a putrid smell. One must be careful, however, 
to construe that distinction only in a weak sense, otherwise one will lapse 
into a reification of the quality at hand. Taking stock in an unbiased way 
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of the before-and-after transition that happens when one eats a durian 
should therefore remain instructive.

As Jackson put it in his classic paper, “when [Mary] is let out of the 
black-and-white room [ . . . ] she will not say ‘ho, hum.’” (1986: 291). The 
same goes for people trying durian for the first time. As the YouTube 
videos attest, first time eaters are everything but indifferent to their novel 
conscious experience. Like Mary, none of them say “Meh.” Similarly, I 
doubt participants to my ordinary knowledge argument will say “I could 
have worked all this out before by making some more purely logical in-
ferences” (Jackson 1986: 292). Hence, one’s first orgasm or durian is not 
just novel, it is surprising.

We experience surprise only when we are exposed to something genu-
inely external to our habitual expectations. As Peirce was fond of saying, 
we cannot startle ourselves merely by saying “Boo!” (1903: EP2.195). The 
sense of surprise that accompanies a first contact with a new quality is 
thus something that any adequate theory of the mind must square with 
(or at least do justice to).

In my estimate, the expression “So that’s what it’s like to experi-
ence . . . ” has been inadequately analyzed in the mainstream philosophical 
literature. Today, I cannot do justice to the complex tissue of issues that 
this expression raises, but one way to summarize my discontent with its 
current treatment would be to say that, while analytic philosophers of 
mind tackle their subject with twofold distinctions inherited mainly from 
Bertrand Russell, I think we should be tackling the subject with threefold 
distinctions inherited from Peirce.

So, while it is customary to distinguish between types and tokens, I 
think we need to distinguish between types, tokens, and tones. Moreover, 
while it is customary in the current literature to distinguish between 
knowledge by description and knowledge by acquaintance (Knowles and 
Raleigh 2020), I think acquaintance is a genus with two species, such that 
we need to distinguish between knowledge by indexical acquaintance and 
knowledge by iconic acquaintance (although I prefer to avoid the latter 
expression and use simply “iconicity”).

A Methodology for Unpacking the Expression  
“So That’s What It’s Like!”

My argument involving orgasms and durians hopefully prompts a realiza-
tion that there is a genuine problem here. Whether and to what extent it 
constitutes a “hard” problem is another question. A lot of people think it 
is (Chalmers 1995). However, I have inherited from Wittgenstein (c. 1951) 
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and my doctoral grandfather (Doktorgrossvater) John McDowell (1994) 
a suspicion that some problems that occupy professional philosophers 
are, to put it bluntly, made-up problems, at least in part. When this is the 
case, what is required is not more ardent theorizing—much less extra 
funding—but rather a kind of “therapeutic” philosophizing that aims to 
disabuse us of unhelpful ideas and replace them with a different vantage.

To achieve such a fresh vantage, it is often useful to reconnect with 
defunct ways of seeing things. So, while I am not (and have no wish to 
become) a historian, my attempt to retrace the origins of mainstream as-
sumptions leads me to engage with the past. This is an unusual approach, 
since “[p]hilosophers of mind seldom discuss or investigate, more than 
cursorily, the history of the interrelated concepts of mind, consciousness, 
experience, and the physical world that they rely upon in their theoriz-
ing” (Livingston 2004: 1). Frank Jackson, for instance, recently told me 
that, prior to reading my book, he had no idea that his argument was 
formulated centuries earlier by John Locke (in his Essay, book 2, chapter 
1, paragraph 7), the same philosopher who coined the term “semiotics”. 
As for Jackson’s knowledge of Peirce, an Australian colleague of mine once 
told me that, when she asked Jackson years ago to supervise her budding 
dissertation on Peirce, Jackson replied that he knew two things about the 
American thinker: “First, he is mentioned in [David M.] Armstrong’s book 
on universals. Second, wasn’t he a drunk?” Jackson’s 2010 book Language, 
Names, and Information, shows that his engagement with Peirce never 
moved past that stage. So, despite titling his classic paper “Epiphenomenal 
Qualia”, Jackson never explored the fact that the term qualia was pulled 
from a sophisticated semiotic account.

As someone privy to the vast but vastly underexplored writings of 
Peirce, I try to rectify historical oversights like these. I also tend to give 
medieval philosophy more credence than the norm; a reflex I inherited 
from the late John Deely (2001).

My methodological prescription, in a nutshell, is this. First, switch 
from philosophy of language to the wider disciplinary ambit of philosophy 
of signs, since the latter encompasses the former while offering still more 
semiotic resources. Second, find out where your concepts came from, 
historically, so as to be more critical about the merits and demerits of 
those concepts. Third, get as clear as you can about key Peircean notions, 
notably prescissive abstraction, the type/token/tone distinction, and the 
subdivision between indexical and iconic acquaintance. Then, once all 
this has been done, revisit the usual pro-qualia arguments like Jackson’s 
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knowledge argument. My sense is that, if one follows those steps in earnest, 
many things will fall into place (or at least look less mysterious).

To be clear, my strategy does not consist in asking whether qualia 
exist. Far from being neutral, mainstream debates about consciousness 
are typically permeated by a fear that, if we acknowledge the presence of 
experiential qualities in our mental lives, we will somehow cede terrain to 
a bogeyman called “dualism”. At the risk of holding a minority view, I have 
no time for this traditional dispute, primarily because I fail to see what 
is at stake in it. When did philosophy of mind become a department of 
metaphysics? I certainly didn’t get that memo. Metaphysics is a legitimate 
and highly interesting field of inquiry (see Champagne 2015), but it clouds 
one’s thinking in philosophy of mind to think about it. So, while Jackson’s 
preferred conclusion was that “physicalism is incomplete” (1982: 130), I 
prefer to conclude that the representational range of physicalism’s preferred 
signs is incomplete, insofar as verbal and mathematical symbols can carry 
a great deal of information but not everything into Mary’s confines.

My goal is thus to get clear on the various stated and unstated semiotic 
assumptions involved in discussions of consciousness. My hypothesis is 
that unnoticed conceptual omissions are often what render consciousness 
mysterious. If someone like Dennett (1988) can uncharitably explain away 
the intuitions that lead people to believe in qualia, surely I can charitably 
explain those intuitions.

I am impressed by the idea that the only sign inside Mary’s room 
capable of representing the red things outside her room would be a sign 
that is red. So, instead of adding an extra stuff to the standard ontology of 
matter, I recommend that we add an extra sign—the icon—to the standard 
repertoire of indices and symbols. In this regard, I side with philosophers 
of mind (known as “phenomenal concept strategists”) who argue that 
worries about qualitative mental states stem from the special concepts 
used to describe those states. I am not sure whether such an approach is 
modest or ambitious. In a way, it could be seen as modest, since it does not 
pretend to yield an account of how immaterial minds arise from purely 
material substrates. I instead want to clarify a set of distinctively human 
abilities that, when misunderstood or ignored, have the power to alienate 
us from a familiar portion of the human condition.

Yet, this search for a dissolution instead of a solution could be seen 
as ambitious, because it requires important modifications of what are, 
for many analytic philosophers, settled distinctions. You just have to be 
a substance dualist, property dualist, or materialist monist, yet I dismiss 
most of those “isms” as unproductive, to the point where I don’t even 
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mention them. In so doing, I willingly jettison much of my schooling. Or, 
to be more precise, I use my schooling to determine which assumptions 
ought to be jettisoned. That might be revolutionary (in Thomas Kuhn’s 
sense) or just plain effrontery. Still, for better or worse, rethinking the 
qualitative aspect of the mind in Peircean semiotic terms is the approach 
I have essayed in Consciousness and the Philosophy of Signs.

Outline of a Possible Semiotic Account

Concretely, my foray results in the following account:

• Mastery of language is necessary.

• Mastery of language is not sufficient.

• Indexical exposure to an actual token is necessary.

• Indexical exposure to an actual token is not sufficient.

• The token must have the right quality.

• Provided that the token has the right quality, it can be any token.

• The presence of similar tokens is inessential.

• The presence of this token is in some way inessential.

Let me briefly comment on each claim.
Mastery of language is necessary. Many creatures are conscious, but 

creatures capable of worrying about their consciousness are creatures ca-
pable of using (lay or specialized) language about consciousness. I contend 
that we must stop talking at some point, but I want to be equally adamant 
that what happens during such a period of silence is informative only be-
cause we talked about it beforehand. In fact, I would suggest that, the more 
we talk about a quality, the more momentous our iconic-acquaintance 
becomes. Experiential qualities do not depend on conventions to be what 
they are, but we burrow into those relation-less qualia from a network of 
conventional relations and accepted practices that never vanishes.

Mastery of language is not sufficient. As the knowledge argument 
establishes, we cannot accomplish everything by talking more.

Indexical exposure to an actual token is necessary. As the knowledge 
argument also establishes, you need to actually eat a durian fruit in order 
to appreciate what it’s like. Nothing I say in my book changes the need 
for such a direct contact.

Indexical exposure to an actual token is not sufficient. Even if we grant 
that Mary will have to exit, it remains an open question how to refer to the 
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qualitative experience that she will have. The experience that one is having 
is happening here now, so it is reasonable to convey it with a demonstrative. 
However, the expression “This one here now” does not convey what is here 
now. The indices jointly succeed in isolating a region of experience, but 
if an account does not go beyond this indexicality, it risks occluding the 
additional iconic work that renders such an ostensive appeal informative.

The token must have the right quality. Since the qualitative content 
matters, if I bring you face to face with, say, a jackfruit, you won’t get ac-
quainted with durian. Similarly, if what Mary sees upon leaving is blue, 
she learns blue, not red.

Provided that the token has the right quality, it can be any token. At the 
point of purchase, I had to make a choice between several almost-identical 
durians. I picked this one, but the specimen immediately next to it would 
have worked just fine to convey the quality in question. Similarly, Mary can 
learn red from a red rose or a red apple—or a red whatever. That is why 
Peirce writes that “[a] Qualisign [ . . . ] cannot actually act as a sign until it 
is embodied; but the embodiment has nothing to do with its character as a 
sign” (1903: EP2.291). Moreover, the important thing is being of the right 
quality, not belonging to the same natural kind. Even within the natural 
kind “monthong durian” that I bought, distinct tokens will present slight 
variations in their flavours, so a ripe taste will obviously differ from an 
unripe one. But, at the proper level of analysis, an unripe taste does not 
differ from another unripe one. Hence, I could imagine a durian-lover 
looking to recreate the experience, not just of any monthong durian, but 
of a memorable individual that they enjoyed on a particular occasion. 
Properties that are “accidental” from the point of view of classification thus 
have their own “essence” from the point of view of philosophy of mind.

The final two theses bring us squarely into contrary-to-fact territory:
The presence of similar tokens is inessential. The individual durian 

specimen present before us is related to other individual durians currently 
located, say, at the Asian market. As members of the same species, they 
share a common lineage, so when one finds out what it’s like to eat this 
particular durian in Toronto, one finds out what all durian are like, includ-
ing those in Malaysia. This looks like action at a distance. Yet, suppose 
that those other durians in Toronto and Malaysia did not exist. This lack 
of existence would extinguish the indexical bond connecting this thing 
to other things. However, such an absence would do nothing to change 
the iconic power of the token stimulating one’s sense organs. Even as the 
last durian on Earth, a single individual remains similar to anything that 
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would be like it. So, while similarity is a two-place relation, the quality that 
grounds similarity can be housed wholly in a given relatum.

The presence of this token is in some way inessential. While the need for 
an actual exposure suggests that one can capture the qualia at hand with a 
purely causal account, icons have distinctive modal properties that causal-
ity fails to capture. As we have just seen, icons don’t require the objects 
they signify to actually exist. What’s more, the referential work enabled 
by qualities does not even pivot on their actual physical instantiation, 
as necessary as that instantiation might be. To see why, go further and 
suppose that this actual durian before us did not exist. It seems sensible 
to say that, were it to exist, it would be similar to any other durians, were 
they to exist too. The philosophical moral is that qualities do not depend 
on their actual material instantiation in order to fix their iconic scope. It 
suffices that a quality be such-and-such (as opposed to being thus-and-so) 
to establish that the quality would be like any such-and-such. That is why 
you can’t destroy the colour red (or the inherent referential potential of 
that colour) simply by burning a red rose. This, on my diagnosis, is the 
strange-but-true feature that generates confusion over whether qualia 
demonstrate or fail to demonstrate “intentionality” or aboutness (see Lalor 
1999). In iconicity, both sides of this perennial debate are right.

I struggled for years to accept some of the claims that I have listed, 
which form a minefield of potential confusion. To be clear, the suppositions 
of absence at play in the account just outlined go against the hard facts, 
since there is a durian on some market shelf somewhere, just as there is 
(and indeed must be) a durian before whoever eats it. But, whatever insight 
into the distinctive taste and smell of durian is afforded by a particular 
token does not hinge on the existence of other tokens. It does not even 
hinge on the existence of this token, since it could just as well be swapped 
for another. What is involved when we pinpoint the qualities at the heart 
of conscious experience is thus an artificial separation that Peirce called 
prescissive abstraction.

Peirce took this from Duns Scotus, who defined the “formal distinc-
tion” in contrast with the “real distinction”. A real distinction allows one to 
keep a thing present while factually making another thing absent, whereas 
a formal distinction can only suppose that the other thing is absent. It is 
this ability to prescind, I argue, that underpins a common locution like 
“I don’t mean this durian flesh, I mean its flavour.” That fragment of lan-
guage makes it seem as if the flavour can exist apart from the flesh. As a 
brute fact of our universe, it cannot. We are nevertheless endowed with 
the ability to consider that flavour apart from the flesh.
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Precission is thus crucial to understanding the qualitative dimension 
of consciousness. A mental state usually brings into play a stimulus and a 
response. John Dewey was right in his early psychological papers to warn 
that, since any organism is coupled to its environment in an embodied 
way, this entire “reflex arc” must be psychology’s minimal unit of analysis 
(Dewey 1896). The same warning can be found in the seminal biological 
work of Jakob von Uexküll (1926: 155), who focused on the perceptual 
and motor “function-circle” as a whole. Contemporary analytic philoso-
phy of mind, where functionalism dominates, has mostly followed suit. 
However, a philosophical account is not a psychological or biological 
account, so with Peirce I argue that there is a way to meaningfully allude 
to the qualitative character of a stimulus, apart from whatever response 
it stimulates or other detectable effects it has.

We humans have available to us a perspective that makes sense of 
qualia, but not only must this perspective go against natural science, it 
must go against the deliverances of phenomenology too. Qualia are sup-
posed to be what they are irrespective of the various causal or inferential 
roles they enter into. But, to quote Dewey, we are no more conscious of 
“this or that color or sound by itself ” than we are “of motion as motion” 
(1896: 369). Hence, whatever lets us know qualia, it isn’t introspection.

Conclusion

To conclude, I do not think we fully understand this ability to focus on 
some aspect to the exclusion of another. Yet, I do not think we need to 
fully understand this ability in order to acknowledge that we possess it. 
I am not sure how much light my written work has managed to cast on 
prescission, iconicity, and their roles in conveying qualities, but studying 
these notions strikes me as more promising than figuring out how ghostly 
mind-stuff magically arises from inert matter.

My work instead seeks to understand what, from a strict semiotic 
standpoint, happens when people see a new colour, experience their first 
orgasm, or consume an exotic fruit and exclaim “Now I know what you 
mean.” Subjects don’t even have to verbally express this iconic acquain-
tance. Far from being mystical or inimical to the conduct of natural science, 
I want to place such silent nodding at the core of all inter-subjective under-
standing. I believe this can done if we carry some powerful but neglected 
ideas from Peirce over to mainstream debates about consciousness.

As I said at the outset, any loose ends I may have generated today are 
likely tied in my book. What you will find there are conceptual tools that 
let one look at mental goings-on in a renewed and, I would argue, more 
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fruitful way. Such a project of applying philosophy of signs to conscious-
ness cannot be completed by a single person, so hopefully the remarks I 
made today will be built upon by co-workers.

In any event, in keeping with my insistence that language has its limits, 
I now end my talk and invite you to become iconically acquainted with a 
strange and wondrous fruit.2
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A B S T R A C T

The recent wave of data on exoplanets lends support to METI ventures (Messaging to Extra-Terrestrial
Intelligence), insofar as the more exoplanets we find, the more likely it is that “exominds” await our messages.
Yet, despite these astronomical advances, there are presently no well-confirmed tests against which to check the
design of interstellar messages. In the meantime, the best we can do is distance ourselves from terracentric
assumptions. There is no reason, for example, to assume that all inferential abilities are language-like. With that
in mind, I argue that logical reasoning does not have to be couched in symbolic notation. In diagrammatic
reasoning, inferences are underwritten, not by rules, but by transformations of self-same qualitative signs. I use
the Existential Graphs of C. S. Peirce to show this. Since diagrams are less dependent on convention and might
even be generalized to cover non-visual senses, I argue that METI researchers should add some form of dia-
grammatic representations to their repertoire. Doing so can shed light, not just on alien minds, but on the
deepest structures of reasoning itself.

1. Introduction

Is extraterrestrial intelligence out there? And if so, how would we
communicate and reason with it? In 1820, Carl Friedrich Gauss—the
mathematician who gave us the Gaussian curve—had the idea of clear-
cutting an enormous patch of forest in the shape of a right-angled tri-
angle. His intent was to create a diagrammatic representation of the
Pythagorean Theorem so large that it would be seen from outer space,
notably from the moon or Mars. The historical accuracy of this story is
actually hard to confirm (Crowe, 1986, pp. 204–207). Yet, apocryphal
or not, two things stand out. The first is the aspiration to make contact
with intelligent aliens. The second is the assumption that the best way
to do this is by employing diagrams. Naturally, I find Gauss' approach
naive. Still, I want to retain both his interest in aliens and his reliance
on diagrams. However, I will be taking my lead, not from Gauss, but
from a fellow mathematician who had an unparalleled grasp of
semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce.

Peirce took an active interest in astronomy. In fact, Peirce's early
participation in astronomical photography may have fueled his philo-
sophical thinking about diagrams (Hoel, 2016, pp. 63–65). Peirce was a
polymath, but he identified principally as a logician. Yet, what Peirce
understood by “logic” was much broader than the usual sense, since he
equated logic with the study of signs (1931–58, vol. 2, para. 227). His
conception of “sign” was in turn quite broad, since he defined the sign
as any triadic relation where something stands for something else to
something (1931–58, vol. 2, para. 228). Because of this broad con-
ception, Peirce averred that “it has never been in my power to study
anything,—mathematics, ethics, metaphysics, gravitation, thermo-
dynamics, optics, chemistry, comparative anatomy, astronomy, psy-
chology, phonetics, economics, the history of science, whist, men and
women, wine, metrology, except as a study of semiotic” (in Hardwick,
1977, pp. 85–86).

Those who know Peirce as the founder of American Pragmatism
rarely appreciate how closely his pragmatism was tied to his theory of

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsa.2018.09.010
Received 26 January 2018; Received in revised form 16 September 2018; Accepted 28 September 2018

E-mail address: marc.champagne@kpu.ca.

Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 75 (2019) 12–22

Available online 09 November 2018
0039-3681/ © 2018 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

T

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00393681
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/shpsa
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsa.2018.09.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsa.2018.09.010
mailto:marc.champagne@kpu.ca
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsa.2018.09.010
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.shpsa.2018.09.010&domain=pdf


signs and logic. As a scientist disinclined to take sceptical doubts ser-
iously, Peirce was fascinated by the undeniable reality of physical
happenings. Even so, Peirce saw that some causal events are preceded
by deliberation and aimed at a goal. So, even though he took here-and-
now practicality to be an essential ingredient of knowledge, he insisted
that a full account of the mind and meaning must attend, not just to
what is done, but also to what can be done and what tends to be done
(Legg & Misak, 2016). A valid logical pattern, for example, is a habit-
like tendency that ranges over more than one token instance. Likewise,
invalid logical patterns rest on contradictions which cannot be put into
practice. Intelligent minds experiment with signs to figure out which
combinations of ideas work. So, while logic can be seen narrowly as a
clever instrument devised to carry out inferences more efficiently, “[i]n
Peirce's hands, logic and cognition become virtually synonymous”
(Pietarinen, 2016, p. 121).

All sorts of signs can be used to guide reasoning, but some of the
most powerful are diagrams. Diagrams exhibit relations between their
parts that match the relations between the parts of their (real or hy-
pothetical) object(s). Hence, a diagram is a “degenerate” icon, since
only its relations, not its relata, can be credited with a resemblance
(Peirce, 1931–58, vol. 2, para. 277). Think of a timeline. The legend
that lets temporal durations be represented geometrically is arbitrary,
but we can nevertheless use fixed ratios to infer, say, double durations
from double lengths (Champagne, 2016b). Such inferences are deduc-
tive, but one of the distinguishing properties of a similarity-based sign
like a diagram is that “by the direct observation of it other truths
concerning its object can be discovered than those which suffice to
determine its construction” (Peirce, 1931–58, vol. 2, para. 279; see
however the caveat in Champagne, 2018a, pp. 59–60).

Peirce devised a sophisticated logical system that relied principally
on diagrams. I will go over the basics of that system, called Existential
Graphs. Peirce held that, “[i]f logicians would only embrace this [dia-
grammatic] method […] there would soon be such an advance in logic
that every science would feel the benefit of it” (1931–58, vol. 4, para.
571). As we shall see, one surprising upshot of Peirce's account is that it
can help us anticipate how intelligent extraterrestrials might think. In
current METI research, there are serious questions about message
construction and content, so hopefully the present contribution can be
of practical use in these efforts. My aim, then, is twofold: I want to
demonstrate the independent merit of diagrammatic logic and show
how it can advance current METI research.

2. METI and the current state of planetary science

I will be calling on the ideas of a noted pragmatist to forecast how
intelligent extraterrestrials might think, but some might view this un-
dertaking as a paradigm case of impracticality. I am not so sure. We
know full well that planets orbit our sun, so it takes only a modest
induction to infer that other planets orbit other stars too. Planets emit
only faint radiation, so traditional astronomical instruments like radio
telescopes cannot directly confirm this probable inference. Recently
though, scientists have devised several ways to indirectly detect such
planets. The radial velocity method, for instance, exploits the fact that a
star will wobble slightly because of the gravitational pull of the planet
(s) orbiting it (Lovis & Fischer, 2010), whereas the transit photometry
method exploits the fact that a star's brightness will dim slightly
whenever a planet passes between that star and the Earth (Deeg &
Alonso, 2018). Each method has its shortcomings. For one thing, the
variations tracked by instruments are truly slight, so any defective ca-
libration and/or computation can lead to false positives. Still, when the
results of several methods point to a planet with a same orbital period,
we can be confident that those methods are tracking something real.

The term “exoplanet”, which is a contraction of “extrasolar planet”,
was adopted by the International Astronomical Union to capture these
new findings. The first exoplanet was confirmed in 1992 (Wolszczan &
Frail, 1992). We have since tracked thousands of planets outside of our

solar system. The latest research reveals temperate planets relatively
near to us (Gillon et al., 2017). This tidal wave of scientific research is
(or at least ought to be) reshaping our worldview. We can now tell our
children that, for every star one sees, there is at least one planet orbiting
it. As a result, “today's planetary scientists refigure the night sky as
teeming with worlds” (Messeri, 2016, p. 1). For anyone interested in
knowing more about nature and our place in it, this is a game-changer.

The confirmation of exoplanets requires multiple validation
methods, “[b]ut this approach is expensive because it requires a large
amount of ground-based telescope time” (Cameron, 2012, p. 49). The
costs of current astronomical research are justified in part by the hope
of eventually discovering a habitable planet suitable for human colo-
nization (Seager, 2013). The United States government even held a
congressional hearing on “Exoplanet discoveries: Have we found other
Earths?” (US Government Publishing Office, 2013). While one can
certainly search for a vacant second home, another motivation can be to
contact intelligent neighbours. METI—Messaging to Extra-Terrestrial
Intelligence—once referred to as “active SETI” (Search for Extra-Ter-
restrial Intelligence), has thus become an autonomous research pro-
gram (Zaitsev, 2008).

The results of current planetary science benefit METI research in
two ways. First, the sheer number of exoplanets makes the very idea of
METI more plausible. To ascertain the likelihood of civilizations cap-
able of emitting detectable electromagnetic signals, we can use a series
of fractions proposed by the astronomer Frank Drake in 1961. Although
the various numerical values plugged into the Drake Equation remain
the object of considerable debate (see Kukla, 2001; Vakoch & Dowd,
2015), one of the first hurdles to be crossed is the number of stars that
harbour planetary systems. Naturally, the more exoplanets we find, the
more likely it is that “exominds” await our messages. This is in fact
where the Drake Equation has recently tilted. It used to be that “rare
Earth scepticism” was the best explanation, but things have now
changed, so “conclusions reached through bad cosmological input
cannot stay the same when the input changes” (Ćirković, 2014, p. 541).

The newfound ability to pinpoint where life-supporting exoplanets
are also makes METI more efficient. Just like SETI, “[i]t may take an-
other 40 years, or 400 years, or even 4000 years for this exploratory
scientific effort to find what it seeks or to conclude that there is nothing
to be found. On the other hand, it could succeed tomorrow, and that
tantalizing possibility is why scientists and the lay-public alike remain
enthusiastic about the search” (Tarter, 2001, pp. 511–512). Instead of
sending signals everywhere, we can now target the worlds most likely
to interpret the radio waves they receive. Our growing knowledge of
exoplanets thereby decreases wasted efforts and increases the chances
of making contact.

From an ethical standpoint, some have argued that it might be
unwise to send out messages to recipients who have intentions un-
known to us (Gertz, 2016). The astrophysicist Stephen Hawking even
made popular headlines by warning against precociously contacting
aliens. Given the lack of data, METI seems to be an inkblot onto which
each person projects their own hopes or fears. One interesting argument
is that the whole issue is a non-issue, since our existing television and
radio broadcasts have already let the rest of the universe know that we
are present and technologically active. The ethical concerns raised by
Hawking and others are nevertheless worth considering. As such, “the
great transmission debate” (Denning, 2010) should go on. That said,
ethical concerns surrounding METI projects can be provisionally sus-
pended by switching over to what I call “mock-METI”, that is, an almost
identical research program that stops short of actually sending out the
messages it designs. Since it is unlikely that messaging with exominds
would be a two-way communication happening in real time, mock-
METI ends up being like genuine METI—minus the controversy.

In SETI research, one does not have to worry about the actual
content of interstellar messages, since one is working to detect such
messages on the receiving end. By contrast, in METI research, one ac-
tively takes charge of the emission, so one must make tangible decisions
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about the content of the message(s). If a surmise about how aliens think
turns out to be drastically wrong, then even a message that safely ar-
rives at its destination would amount to little. Reality can be re-
presented in more than one way, so the likelihood that exominds have a
cognitive architecture similar to our own is quite slim (Gauker, 1993).
This makes METI an epistemically riskier pursuit than SETI, taxing the
human imagination to an even greater degree.

When gauging the likelihood of exominds, the big numbers that we
feed into the Drake Equation certainly help. Even so, our inferences
proceed from a lone instance (Mash, 1993, pp. 204–205). Our epistemic
situation is thus less than ideal, since it gives us a target to model but no
clue how to model it. As William James noted, a policy of risk-aversion
can require that one keep one's mind “in suspense for ever” (1896, p.
339), while a different policy can deem that “the risk of being in error is
a very small matter when compared with the blessings of real knowl-
edge” (James, 1896). Clearly, if one is to learn something informative
about exominds within one's lifetime, one must adopt the latter atti-
tude. “The probability of success is difficult to estimate”, but it is clear
that if one does nothing “the chance of success is zero” (Cocconi &
Morrison, 1959, p. 846). I for one am too curious about exominds to
pass on the whole question.

Although there are presently no well-confirmed tests against which
to check the design and transmission of interstellar messages, philoso-
phical reflection can help to narrow the possibilities. Greek atomists, for
instance, relied on abstract arguments because they had no other
choice. There were no particle accelerators in ancient Greece. Even so,
the ancient Greeks were not going to give up on their curiosity solely
because they were born in the wrong era. Our current predicament with
regards to exominds is essentially the same. We do not have the means
to answer our questions, nor do we want to relinquish our thirst for
knowledge. It could be argued that, if the ancient atomists had not
pursued their interests from the armchair, the particle accelerators
would have never come. Likewise, if we do not inquire in advance of
the evidence, that evidence might never come. So, like early atomists, it
makes sense to enlist philosophical methods.

Academically though, established fields like philosophy have been
slow to adapt to the massive changes that are currently happening in
planetary science. The non-profit organization METI International
states that one of its primary objectives is to “[f]oster multidisciplinary
research” that will attract “scholars from the natural sciences, social
sciences, humanities, and arts” (http://www.meti.org/). Philosophy
can bring truly distinctive ideas and methods to the conversation. We
speak of “philosophy of mind” and not “philosophy of themind” so as to
not prejudge which mind we are talking about. METI research lets this
broad view have tangible applications. Combined with philosophy's
stewardship of logic, this puts the discipline in a privileged position.

Consider the problem of what should be the shared starting point for
an intelligible exchange between our human minds and exominds. All
sorts of things emit electromagnetic waves. Given that “detection of
artificially generated electromagnetic waves remains the most likely
mechanism of contact” between humans and intelligent extra-
terrestrials (Shuch, 2011, p. 9), we need to figure out the hallmark(s) of
artificiality. In SETI and METI research, it is common to draw inspira-
tion from mathematics or chemistry. Were one to receive a signal
containing, say, a series of prime numbers (Pomerance, 2004) or some
exact number associated with the atomic constitution of hydrogen (see
Dumas, 2011, pp. 406–407), one could rightly infer that this was not a
chance occurrence. This is a perfectly sensible surmise. Yet, the en-
thusiasm for mathematical and chemical starting points tends to oc-
clude their defects.

Take, for example, the prime numbers. We assume that this se-
quence would stand out because, as far as we know, it does not occur in
the natural world. However, it may be that some unknown natural
phenomenon produces emissions that conform to the primes (in the
same way that some plants and shells realize Fibonacci sequences). If
exominds are privy to this phenomenon, then they will dismiss our

carefully chosen data, for the same reason that we eventually dismissed
the regular intervals we receive from pulsars. Those emissions were
initially taken by astronomers to have an artificial origin. So, the lesson
to be learned from pulsars is that any promising communicative
strategy is always one natural phenomenon away from being converted
into a false positive.

The distinctive chemical signature of hydrogen is also not fool
proof. The standard argument for appealing to hydrogen is that, be-
cause this element is so prevalent, it is liable of having been studied by
alien scientists. This inference rests on what is known as the “one world,
one science” argument (Kukla, 2008; Rescher, 1985). However, owing
to the same prevalence, exominds could just as easily take hydrogen-
related patterns as a tell-tale sign that an emission was not intentionally
emitted, writing off our message as, say, a bizarre but perfectly natural
spectroscopy-like imprint (were they to believe that they are alone, this
would be a respectable inference to the best explanation). These criti-
cisms are not meant to gainsay the attractive communicative properties
of hydrogen and primes—they do stand out. But, hopefully, the glitches
I have just highlighted can loosen the hold that those options presently
have on researchers' imaginations.

Another strategy—the one I want to promote here—consists in ex-
ploiting the basic patterns catalogued by logic. The patterns of logic are
different from those of mathematics and chemistry. Even so, the rela-
tional motifs that we find, say, in valid deductions, presumably hold
everywhere in the universe. Hence, logical inferences demonstrate the
same universal scope that makes chemical and mathematical candi-
dates attractive.

I do not want to advocate the pursuit of a logical approach at the
expense of other approaches. Though an argument could be made that
logic occupies a privileged metaphysical and epistemological position,
it might be wiser to embed philosophy's contribution in what Vakoch
calls the “dialogic model” of extraterrestrial messaging. In this model,
“the goal is not to agree on all details, but to agree to present multiple
perspectives” (Vakoch, 1998a, p. 706). Such pluralism is rooted, not in
relativism, but in a sober acceptance of fallibilism. The possibility of
failure accompanies any epistemic endeavour. In the case of METI,
“[t]o claim that we can anticipate with confidence which of these fra-
meworks will be most commensurable across civilizations is un-
warranted. […] The inclusion of multiple frameworks thus serves the
pragmatic function of increasing the chance that something will be
understood” (Vakoch, 1998a, p. 707).

This plurality can be applied to both the content and the medium.
Since there is no guarantee that any single approach will achieve the
desired coverage, we could send “multiple primers, each constructed to
maximize intelligibility using a different decoding strategy” (Vakoch,
1998a, p. 706). Signs couched in the idiom of logic would thus take
their place alongside other options, and time alone would tell which
surmise proved most fruitful. Limitations in resources might constrain
the actual number of messages that can be squeezed into a given
emission. But, Vakoch's pluralist model seems especially appropriate for
a project of mock-METI that, by design, trades only in simulated mes-
sages.

3. METI's search for truly general signs

To the extent that exominds could communicate with us, they would
not only be knowledgeable (in a domain-specific way), but rational (in
a domain-general way). It thus makes sense to anchor our theorizing
about intelligent life to a defining feature of intelligence. Rationality,
however, comes in all shapes and sizes. So, while the absence of data
seems to give our imagination a wide berth, the reality is that we are
operating under a severe constraint. It is hard enough to try and avoid
anthropocentrism. In theorizing about exominds, we must avoid being
terracentric. The term terracentric was coined by James W. Head. Head
(1999, p. 154) argues, rightly I think, that “the retreat from human
specialness” has been underway in the West since the discoveries of
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Copernicus, Tycho Brahe, Kepler, and Galileo (see also Dick, 1980).
Clearly, confirming the existence of intelligent exominds would con-
summate this ongoing retreat from human specialness.

Although it is impossible to get away from the fact that we are
what/who we are, one of the most pernicious dogmas that can be
brought to METI research is the privileging of sight over other sense
modalities. Such privileging is understandable, since many of our most
cherished concepts draw on vision. For instance, “[i]n calculus we seek
to approximate a given curve at each point by a line. The derivative at
that point gives us the slope of that line. Would an alien race with a
different evolution think this is natural?” (DeVito, 2011, pp. 447–448).
Interestingly, one of the astronomers who spent his career working for
the SETI Institute was a blind man by the name of Kent Cullers (who
was portrayed in the 1997 science-fiction movie Contact, based on the
novel by Carl Sagan). As the leader for the Targeted Search Signal
Detection Team, Cullers was in charge of developing computer algo-
rithms capable of spotting intentional signals amid galactic radio noise.
In a way, Cullers' visual impairment was an asset for this task, since it
prevented him from projecting the usual vision-based biases onto his
research. To escape terracentrism, we have to rid ourselves of even
more pervasive biases.

A step in the right direction, I submit, is to recognize that logical
reasoning does not have to be couched in a symbolic notation in order
to be regimented (for a tangible illustration of this, see Champagne,
2018b). “Sign” is a broad genus, and one species that deserves con-
sideration is similarity-based signs, most notably diagrams. In symbolic
logic, the inferential passage from premise(s) to conclusion(s) is un-
derwritten by coded associations and rules. In diagrammatic logic, the
inferences are underwritten by transformations of qualitative sign-ve-
hicles whose parts mimic the relations between the parts of their object
(Legg, 2013). Such iconicity or similarity-based reference does not
make the problems of noise, bias, and error vanish. Here on Earth, we
often have a hard time understanding and agreeing with each other
(Ashkenazi, 2017; Peters, 1999, p. 110). Even so, I argue that it is
promising for METI researchers to employ some form of diagrammatic
reasoning in their message construction. Researchers typically assume
that the question of alien communication must be answered before we
can address the question of alien reasoning. My hypothesis is that,
contrary to this assumption, understanding inference-drawing capa-
cities that are radically unlike us may be the best way to understand
sign-interpreting capacities that are radically unlike us.

The only rationality we have ever studied is human or human-de-
rived (in the case of computers, say), so it can be genuinely difficult to
envision rational minds operating on entirely different principles. When
discussing the realization of life on other worlds, some scientists (e.g.,
Sagan, 2000, pp. 41–50) are so impressed by the biochemical unity of
all known life forms that they think it best to be “carbon chauvinists”.
They surmise that, while the patterns of reproduction and negentropy
distinctive of life on Earth might well realize themselves in, say, silicon-
based materials, this possibility is highly unlikely. My concern is with
the patterns distinctive, not of life, but of rationality. On Earth, these
patterns already realize themselves in natural and artificial systems
alike, so it would be simplistic to expect current biology and neu-
roscience to answer all of our questions about exominds. I nevertheless
think that, while notations and other sign-vehicles can vary, the in-
ferential patterns realized in intelligent systems are not up for grabs.

I should note that I am in good company. Leibniz, for instance,
thought that logic had a scope so universal that it could bridge, not just
the divides between religious and political factions, but also the divides
between worlds. Indeed, Leibniz was one of the few Christian thinkers
to break with church dogma and write about extraterrestrials (Crowe,
1986, pp. 28–30). According to Leibniz, even God had to contend with
the law of non-contradiction. It was this vision of logic as a universal
constant that drove Leibniz to pioneer the basic ideas that would
eventually blossom into the symbolic logic we know today. Somewhere
along the way, though, workers on this grand project took on Leibniz's

predilection for symbols uncritically, to the point where it eventually
became difficult for anyone to conceive of logic in any other way. It
wasn't until the American polymath C. S. Peirce came onto the scene
that this began to change.

4. Peirce's eccentric way of looking at things

Peirce wasn't blind like Kent Cullers, but he certainly did not see the
world as most of us do. To get a feel for just how different Peirce's
logical views were from the mainstream, we can set up a brief con-
trastive study of disjunction. Let us start with the familiar way of ren-
dering that connective. In most natural languages, two or more items
are grammatically listed with a word between them, say “or”. A con-
vention is learned that lets this sound or mark signify a disjunction
(inclusive or exclusive, as the case may be). So, with the right con-
vention in place, a string of three lexical items like “salt or pepper” is
taken to mean that there are two disjuncts. A person uttering this menu
of options with a tagline like “There is …” is thus taken to endorse the
following disjunction:

“There is salt or pepper.”

Since spelling out words is tedious, we can abbreviate the string by
writing:

S v P

This, however, is merely a surface alteration, since the algebraic
symbols ultimately reflect the linguistic syntax of the ordinary language
sentence.

Peirce felt that most systems of logic stuck too close to human ways
of reasoning. He saw no reason why such systems should be anthro-
pologically adequate. He thus deplored how most logicians, “after un-
derscored protestations that their discourse shall be of logic exclusively
and not by any means of psychology (almost all logicians protest that on
file), forthwith become intent upon those elements of the process of
thinking which seem to be special to a mind like that of the human race,
as we find it […]” (1931–58, vol. 4, para. 7; Peirce had in mind the early
work of Edmund Husserl, see Stjernfelt, 2007, pp. 141–148). Trying to
rectify this bias, Peirce held that “[i]t is one of the chief advantages of
Existential Graphs […] that it holds up thought to our contemplation
with the wrong side out, as it were; showing its construction in the
barest and plainest manner [ …]” (1931–58, vol. 4, para. 7). Here, then,
is how Peirce sees the relation of disjunction that we have just laid out
(I will limit myself to the “Alpha” system of Existential Graphs corre-
sponding to the sentential calculus. It should be mentioned, however,
that the system of Existential Graphs also involves a “Beta” system,
corresponding to a fragment of quantificational logic, and a “Gamma”
system, corresponding to modal and higher-order logics).

First, everything will transpire, not in linear strings of typographical
characters read in a sequence, but on a two-dimensional space viewed
at a glance. This starting canvas has a boundary, but it is meant to be a
blank space extending in all directions, as shown in Fig. 1.

Peirce invites us to “regard the ordinary blank sheet of assertion as a

Fig. 1. Sheet of assertion.
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film upon which there is, as it were, an undeveloped photograph of the
facts in the universe” (1931–58, vol. 4, para. 512). The sheet of asser-
tion thus has a double function: it is both a canvas and an assertion of a
tautology. It could be taken to state “All truths obtain” or, in Peirce's
words, “the presence of a blank on the sheet of assertion is always
permitted” (forthcoming, p. 354fn6; I am quoting from a private pre-
publication copy, so final pagination may differ). Hence, even if this
bare something is currently undifferentiated, logical reasoning begins
with a primitive act of assent: Lo, there is something. This minimal
commitment to existence is why Peirce called his mature diagrammatic
logic Existential Graphs (Roberts, 1973, p. 30; this is especially salient
in the Beta system).

If this blank space exists, then it stands to reason that anything on it
would exist too. The blank space thus becomes the natural iconic sign of
assertion. Suppose, then, that someone adds something more specific to
the blank starting point, say X. It would look like Fig. 2.

X is now being claimed. Given the backdrop's default role as a space
of assertion, when we cut out an area, the space we obtain becomes a
space which is not asserted. So, were one to cut the space on which X
rests, one would obtain the graph of Fig. 3, which claims that X is not
the case.

Note that the shaded area does the work traditionally done by the
negation symbol and parentheses (since more than one proposition can
figure in a given enclosure). By the same rationale, were we to cut
again, this would be akin to double-negation, so the space within would
return to an assertion, as shown in Fig. 4.

Although these signs require some learning in order to be properly
interpreted, there is something natural about the way that they depict
assertion and negation. This naturalness applies, not just to assertion
and negation, but to conjunction as well. Suppose that a space is cut for
Y in the same way that it was cut for X. This would yield the diagram of
Fig. 5.

What we have in Fig. 5 is “Not X and not Y”, since visual juxtapo-
sition suffices, in Peirce's graphs, to express logical conjunction. So, if
we were to cut the whole graph, we get the following: “It is not the case
that not-X and not-Y”. Fig. 6 shows this diagrammatic rendering of a
disjunction.

Unlike Gauss' deforested geometric patches of land, we should not

assume that anyone would recognize this graph, were they to see it on
the surface of a planet. Even so, a system must at some point elect signs
that are not further explained or justified. It thus makes sense to search
for signs that are self-explanatory. Although logical connectives like
disjunction are not obvious at first sight, they can nevertheless be built
up from more basic expressions of assertion, negation, and conjunction
that aspire to be obvious.

All signs refer, but not all signs refer in the same way. Symbolic and
diagrammatic signs differ from one another by their degree of reliance
on similarity. A symbol can successfully lead interpretation to its in-
tended object, even if the sign-vehicle used to achieve this—the letter P,
for example—bears no resemblance whatsoever to that object.
Diagrams employ such conventional signs, but they relate them in a
way that aims to mirror the relations between the parts of the diagram's
overall object. One can, for instance, use ketchup bottles to dia-
grammatically represent where world leaders sat at a negotiation table,
without thereby implying that those leaders looked like condiments. In
the same way, the visual juxtaposition of symbols like P and Q is based
on the realization that this arrangement genuinely resembles the rela-
tion of conjunction. Symbolic logics of course also juxtapose their
symbols, but the fact that Peirce's diagrammatic system makes no use of
a conjunction symbol (like &, ∧, or •) shows that the similarity at hand
is robust enough to do the required logical work.

Importantly, a diagrammatic vocabulary can give us norms about

Fig. 2. Assertion of a proposition.

Fig. 3. Negation of a proposition.

Fig. 4. Double negation.

Fig. 5. Conjunction of negated propositions.

Fig. 6. Disjunction.
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what to avoid and seek in our inferences. For instance, the sign shown
in Fig. 7 should be avoided, since a plan of action involving this conflict
could not possibly be implemented (much less grow into a habit). For
the same reason, the sign shown in Fig. 8 can safely be regarded as true.

In this way, Peirce's diagrams address “the mystery of elementary
logic: the interior structure of the tautologies. What forms of utterance are
necessarily true, which are contingent on circumstance and which are
simply false? All logical systems aim at clarifying this matter. What is
important about the existential graphs is that they allow the visual
manipulation of complexes of Signs to arrive at the desired answers”
(Kauffman, 2001, p. 88; italics in original). The policing of good and
bad inferences in the Peircean diagrammatic case comes primarily, not
from the violation of socially-instituted norms, but from the im-
possibility of simultaneously combining certain qualities. The goal of
proper reasoning, then, is not simply to avoid committing a contra-
diction, which is when two tokens have conflicting tones or qualities,
but rather to avoid contrapiction—a cognate word adapted from “de-
piction”—which is when one token has two conflicting tones or quali-
ties. The former situation can be encountered in experience (see Fig. 7,
for example) while the latter cannot (for more on Peirce's type/token/
tone distinction, see Champagne, 2018a, pp. 21–27; for more on con-
trapiction, see Champagne, 2016a).

Humans can teach each other how to avoid logical blunders, but
Peirce held that the activity of thinking “appears in the work of bees, of

crystals, and throughout the purely physical world” (1931–58, vol. 4,
para. 551). Recent cognitive science and animal studies have not gone
as far as Peirce, but the “rationality” of the cephalopod line (octopuses)
has been studied relative to the mammalian line (for a survey, see
Godfrey-Smith, 2016). Interesting experiments have even been con-
ducted to show how the quorum sensing system of some marine bac-
teria and the osmosensing system of yeast implement Boolean logical
gates (Kothamachu, Feliu, Cardelli, & Soyer, 2015). However, I take
rationality to mean, not just an ability to carry out deductive, inductive,
and abductive inferences—see the canine syllogism discussed in
Champagne (2015a, p. 540)—but also a standing readiness to show/
defend how those inferences were carried out (Brandom, 1994), at least
in principle. This construal of rationality may look demanding, but it
becomes more encompassing when we abandon the assumption that,
because humans conduct most of their justifications with language, all
rational creatures must do so linguistically as well (Champagne,
2016a).

Peirce's system uses only assertions, negations, and conjunctions.
Endorsing this simple foundation, however, does not mean staying at a
simplistic level. Since the primitive signs can be compounded, they give
rise to novel forms and structures. Indeed, the unpublished papers of
Peirce contain diagrammatic representations of increasing sophistica-
tion and complexity, like the ones shown in Fig. 9.

Depending on one's propensities (and schooling), Peirce's diagram-
matic renderings can seem less intuitive than language-inspired nota-
tions. For his part, Peirce wrote that “I do not think I ever reflect in
words: I employ visual diagrams, firstly because this way of thinking is
my natural language of self-communion, and secondly, because I am
convinced that it is the best system for the purpose” (1967, manuscript
619, p. 8). However, Willard Van Orman Quine, who was one of the
first major figures to familiarize himself with Peirce's work, found the
Existential Graphs too cumbersome. Quine wrote that, “[w]hile it is not
inconceivable that advances in the diagrammatic method might open
possibilities of analysis superior to those afforded by the algebraic
method, yet an examination of Peirce's product tends rather […] to
confirm one's faith in the algebraic approach” (1935, p. 552). So, if we
want to square with our natural reflexes and intuitions, symbolic no-
tations are, for most people, the superior option. The aim of METI re-
search, however, is not to recapitulate how most human minds do
think, but to anticipate how some exominds might think. Here, Peirce's
alien way of thinking actually becomes a boon.

5. Reasoning as a diagrammatic activity

From Aristotle to the scholastics to Frege, mainstream work in logic
has been so wedded to language that it is hard to see how we could drop
our linguistic assumptions without dropping the logical apparatus de-
veloped in that tradition. Peirce's diagram-based system lets us view
reasoning differently. Taken as static snapshots, the Peircean graphs
give us a picture of logical relations. But, there is an important sense in
which those graphs move, so the transformations that Peirce's system

Fig. 7. Contradiction.

Fig. 8. Tautology.

Fig. 9. Notations from Peirce's Beta Graphs (Taken from Sowa, 2011, p. 358).
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licenses also give us a fascinating new look at the unfolding of logical
inference.

To see this, we can once again contrast Peircean logic with main-
stream notation. Normally, the textbook treatment of derivations hap-
pens in a line by line format. So, when one is given P as a premise and Q
as another premise, an inference rule known as “adjunction” or “con-
junction introduction” allows one to deduce the following conclusion:

Similarly, when one is given “P & Q” as a premise, an inference
known as “simplification” or “conjunction elimination” allows one to
deduce the following conclusion:

Notice how, whenever an inference is made, a new line is produced.
It is as if standard logic is condemned to always write more. Peirce's
logic has an eraser. Recall that visual juxtaposition suffices to express
logical conjunction. Since no symbol for “and” is needed, the graph of
Fig. 10 suffices to convey the claim. In fact, in Existential Graphs, it
wouldn't even be possible to give adjunction as a rule. If we want to
obtain a single conjunct from a conjunction like the one shown in
Fig. 10, then we need only erase the conjunct that we want to discard,
resulting in Fig. 11.

Observe that, despite the fact that I have redrawn the diagram—the
static format of this publication compels me to—everything could (and
should) transpire at the same location. The Peircean view thus regards
inferences, not as frozen patterns in some Platonic realm, but as tan-
gible manipulations of signs unfolding in time (see Champagne &
Pietarinen, 2018).

Consider how one derives a modus ponens in Peirce's Existential
Graphs (specifically the Alpha system). Graphically, the starting de-
piction consists of a sheet of assertion containing a cut space with a
propositional variable (say, P), and this cut in turn contains another cut
space with another propositional variable (say, Q). The graph of Fig. 12,
sometimes called a “scroll”, conveys “It is not the case that P is true and
that Q is false”.

The graph shown in Fig. 12 is the equivalent of a conditional, with
the inner variable Q playing the role of consequent and the outer
variable P playing the role of antecedent. Once we scribe another token
P on a fresh region of the sheet of assertion, as in Fig. 13, we generate
all the premise-like materials needed to derive the desired conclusion.

Derivations proceed by transforming an initial layout in any of the
following five ways: double-cut, insertion, erasure, iteration and dei-
teration. Instead of explaining these transformations, we can show them
in action, giving a play-by-play narration of how one derives a con-
clusion in a modus ponens. First, the propositional variable P within the

cut is deiterated, as shown in Fig. 14.
Second, the remaining P that is not in the cut is erased (see Fig. 15).
Finally, the double-cut that now surrounds the propositionalFig. 10. Conjunction.

Fig. 11. Erasure of a conjunct.

Fig. 12. Conditional.

Fig. 13. Starting premises of a modus ponens.

Fig. 14. Second step in the derivation of a modus ponens.

Fig. 15. Third step in the derivation of a modus ponens.
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variable Q is removed. Once these three transformations have been
performed, we are left with the asserted Q shown in Fig. 16.

In diagrammatic logic, one can point to the self-same properties of
the signs in order to justify logical consequences. If one is given the two
premises of a modus ponens, then rationality recommends the produc-
tion of a third sign, namely the consequent. Physically, nothing bars the
production of an inappropriate or random sign. However, in main-
stream symbolic logic, such a production is taken to violate inference
rules. As the word “rule” attests, the constraints of symbolic notations
are akin to grammar. The constraints of Peirce's logic are closer to
geometry—specifically topology, which disregards specific metrics like
size and shape (Gardner, 1958, pp. 56–57). So, while rule-following
faces a regress (Carroll, 1895), diagrams have the potential to halt this
regress, by supplying one with evidence for the appropriateness of a
conclusion. As Peirce explained:

By diagrammatic reasoning, I mean reasoning which constructs a
diagram according to a precept expressed in general terms, performs
experiments upon this diagram, notes their results, assures itself that
similar experiments performed upon any diagram constructed ac-
cording to the same precept would have the same results, and ex-
presses this in general terms. This was a discovery of no little im-
portance, showing, as it does, that all knowledge without exception
comes from observation (Peirce, 1976, pp. 47–48).

Our starting claims (or premises) may be explicit, but when we
embody the relations between those claims in diagrams, we can toy
with the semiotic surrogates in order to discover or prove what else we
are implicitly committed to. For all we know, exominds more naturally
think like this.

Peirce was inspired by cinematographic technologies when they
first appeared (Pietarinen, 2011, p. 269). This new way of looking at
things likely spurred his feeling that inferences are better conceived as a
series of transformations (Pietarinen, 2006, pp. 103–180). In his Ex-
istential Graphs, those transformations happen in accordance with a
handful of diagrammatic modifications designed to preserve the truth
of statements and enable derivations. Pursuant with the pragmatist idea
that thinking is a kind of action or preparation for action, one shows
that one understands a logical relation by intervening in an appropriate
way on the diagrammatic layout. Far from being contemplative, the act
of grasping an inference always leaves a trace.

There is currently a vibrant debate on the source, if any, of nor-
mativity in logic (see Caret & Hjortland, 2015). In a symbolically ren-
dered modus ponens, one can nod in assent to the first two premises, but
given that the conclusion appears as a new token (on a third line, ty-
pically), an extra nod is required. By contrast, in a diagrammatic de-
rivation of a modus ponens, one need not assent again. When asking why
a given conclusion follows, one prominent answer in the symbolic logic
tradition is that the inference rules license it. While a violator of sym-
bolic logic must be lectured about a further claim that they ought to
make in virtue of those rules, a violator of Peirce's sign system need
only look at the gradual transformation of a claim that they are already
making. Commitment to a conditional relation does not, by itself, entail
any commitment to the propositions being related. Yet, it turns out that,

when a diagram of a conditional and a diagram of that conditional's
antecedent are juxtaposed, a latent commitment to the consequent
nested in the conditional can be revealed, by stepwise transformations.

There is still a conventional aspect to these diagrams and transfor-
mations. Even so, there are good reasons to think that the normativity
we find in diagrammatic reasoning is more compelling—or at any rate
mobilizes fewer assumptions—than the normativity found in symbolic
logics. Considering that METI designs seek to avoid unnecessary as-
sumptions, the diagrammatic approach pioneered by Peirce shows
promise.

6. Communication and argumentation

If we ever do carry on a conversation with intelligent extra-
terrestrials, it will essentially be in one of the following three ways: 1)
we can somehow learn their sign system(s), 2) they can somehow learn
our sign system(s), or 3) we can co-construct some novel sign system(s)
together. In SETI, the first option seems most likely, whereas in METI
the second option seems most likely. The third option seems to require
some rudimentary success in the first two options, since it is hard to see
how two parties could co-construct a novel sign system without a
minimal prior grasp of each other's meanings. In any event, the learning
curve that all three possibilities must travel can be made less steep by
correct anticipations: the more our messages resemble what exominds
expect, the less they will have to work to understand us. Likewise, the
better prepared we are to receive their messages, the less we will have
to struggle to understand them. My proposal can thus be seen as an
attempt to narrow the divide between disparate sign systems, thereby
advancing the first and second options. Given the generality of dia-
grammatic signs, it can also serve as a promising blueprint for the third
option.

Logic and rational argumentation are so essential to our species'
differentia that they should be present in our messages from the get-go,
if only in germinal form. Instead of saying “We are rational creatures”,
we can let the diagrammatic transformations show our rationality in
action (Ambrosio, 2014). If communication and argumentation are
taken to be distinct phases, it makes sense to send a sign that conveys
“This is a message” before attempting more ambitious signs that convey
or call for logical inferences. Parting with this strategy, I suggest that
we try to build the rudiments of logic into our very first designs. We are
not, after all, dealing with children whose intellectual faculties have yet
to come to term, but with exominds presumably capable of sophisti-
cated technological accomplishments (sophisticated enough, at any
rate, to detect our emissions). It is true that communication is more
basic than argumentation, since making a loud noise can stop someone
dead in their tracks without any glimmer of a premise-to-conclusion
passage. But, given that argumentation is necessarily a form of com-
munication, when our interlocutor succeeds in justifying a conclusion
from a body of premises, we may automatically confirm that commu-
nication was effective. If I send you “Q” and you reply “Q”, I can
confirm that you received what I sent. This is informative, because
there are twenty-five additional possibilities in the alphabet (Skyrms,
2010, p. 35). Even so, replying by repeating what was said is not as
conclusive as it might seem, since mountain echoes devoid of agency
can also do this. If, on the other hand, I send you “If P then Q” and “P”
and you reply “Q”, then I can confirm not only that you received what I
sent, but that you are intelligent to boot. Not only is this sort of reply
more informative, it seems to require a distinctive rational faculty.
Mountains cannot do this.

One could perhaps object that, if a response to the premises of
modus ponens would run counter to our expectations—responding to the
premises “If P then Q” and “P” with the conclusion “not-Q and R”,
say—this would mean that the replying mind might be employing a
logic that is not classical. The responses of interlocutors are indeed
underdetermined in a way that allows for such interpretive leeway.

Fig. 16. Final step in the derivation of a modus ponens.
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Even here on Earth, I am free to gloss your blunders either as blunders
or as signs of some esoteric genius which I fail to comprehend.
However, taking an erroneous modus ponens conclusion as evidence of a
non-classical commitment comes with a high cost, since it is hard to see
what one can do afterward. Which non-classical logic are we dealing
with? There is no way to tell. Hence, “if we explain [irrationality] too
well, we turn it into a concealed form of rationality; while if we assign
incoherence too glibly, we merely compromise our ability to diagnose
irrationality by withdrawing the background of rationality needed to
justify any diagnosis at all” (Davidson, 2004, p. 184). To strike the right
balance between these two unproductive strategies, we have to employ
another method that Peirce pioneered, namely pragmatism: start with
the most plausible starting point then see what works—modifying only
if and when there is real pressure to do so. We cannot anticipate this
flow of experience from the armchair, but we can evaluate the potential
merits and demerits of different starting points.

In the end, all we have to go by are the signs that our interlocutor(s)
put(s) out. This should be enough, though, since in diagrammatic rea-
soning there is no distinction between inner mental processes and outer
manifestations of those processes. Rather, the inferential thinking un-
folds in the signs themselves. “By diagramming, humans recruit several
systems that are already available for perception and action—such as
the visuo-spatial system, the conceptual system, and the motor sys-
tem—and establish an external connection between them, by means of a
particular cognitive tool, the role of which is to trigger such a con-
nection thus enhancing inference and reasoning” (Giardino, 2016, p.
98). The perceptual, conceptual, and motor faculties connected by a
diagram may be unique to us (or terrestrial species, more generally).
Sliding a graph to the left mobilizes innate and habituated patterns in
our hands, for instance; just as gazing at a surface calls on our eyes.
Still, the idea is that the process of combining these faculties in a co-
ordinated way captures something universal about the activity of
thinking, irrespective of whether the thinking agent has hands and/or
eyes.

Because tangible modifications of the diagrams are required, my
Peircean account links reasoning with sensorimotor capacities, broadly
understood. Yet, not only must changes to the diagrams be made, the
outcome of those changes must be observed. “Peirce's analysis of
mathematical reasoning had convinced him, as early as 1869, that
progress in mathematics, as in science, was tied to the use of observa-
tion. If it seems strange to speak of mathematics as a science for which
observation is relevant, Peirce explains that it is ‘observation of artifi-
cial objects and of a highly recondite character’” (Roberts, 1973, p. 16).
However, there is nothing in my Peircean account that requires the
sensorimotor and observational capacities to be like our own. Likewise,
the particular realizations of Peirce's diagrammatic system has, in our
case, been on paper or a computer screen, but “we are to imagine that
there is before the mind of the interpreter a certain field of conscious-
ness […] and suppose it to have a vague analogy with a sheet of paper
without definitely supposing it to be confined to two dimensions or to
be a visual image […]” (Peirce, forthcoming, p. 333). I submit that this
high level of generality makes Existential Graphs a fecund starting point
for speculations about alien minds. In fact, recent studies have shown
that, while there are lingering difficulties with double-negation
(Champagne, 2015b), Peirce's vocabulary is so basic that it could in
principle be generalized to cover non-visual senses (Pietarinen, 2010).
So long as an exomind fills the placeholder Kant called sensibility, and
so long as the creature with that exomind is capable of some measure of
causal efficacy, it can (and very likely must) use signs to enable high-
level understanding.

Despite his fascination with diagrams, Peirce never privileged one
kind of sign over another. True, he made it a point to show that simi-
larity-based signs or icons are structurally simpler than causality-based
signs or indices, which are in turn simpler than code-based signs or

symbols (see the taxonomy in Champagne, 2015a, pp. 536–541). While
I have deliberately played up the contrast between symbolic logics and
diagrammatic logics, it should be stressed that, from a Peircean
standpoint, “the common-sense, everyday opposition between dia-
grammatical and symbolic representation systems […] does not hold”
in an uncontaminated way, since “even the most formalist, finitist re-
presentation systems must conserve some minimum of intuitive re-
presentation (e.g., a line subdivided in places that may be occupied by
symbols to be manipulated according to rules on that line)” (Queiroz &
Stjernfelt, 2011, p. 2). So, in keeping with the pluralistic method en-
dorsed at the outset (Vakoch, 1998a), I want to be clear that the dia-
grammatic signs I have presented are just one sort among many: “The
generality of Peirce's classification [of signs] is thus more suited to si-
tuations in which we may presume neither what kind of signs our
‘extraterrestrial correspondents’ will send or expect to receive nor what
kind of conception they may entertain regarding meaningful commu-
nication” (Saint-Gelais, 2014, p. 85).

There remains much work to be done: “Nevertheless, if there is no
place for the last word in this field, there is still ample place for the first
words to be said on many issues” (Ćirković, 2012, p. 4). As far as I
know, no one has yet applied the logical ideas of Peirce to extra-
terrestrial messaging design. Semiotics, which has become a mature
field (see the annotated bibliography in Champagne, 2014), would
seem to be a mandatory field of study for anyone interested in SETI and
METI research (Ulvestad, 2002). Unfortunately, the current situation is
so muddled that ideas like icons and the triadic nature of signs are often
mentioned without crediting Peirce, the very scientist who crafted those
ideas (see for example Vakoch, 1998b). While there is no shortage of
high-level exegetic work being done on Peirce, the initiated rarely
bother to motivate their preferred topic to the uninitiated. So, while
Peirce is widely known as the founder of American pragmatism, few
researchers interested in extraterrestrial intelligence are aware of his
pioneering contributions to diagrammatic logic. I have thus en-
deavoured to show how some of Peirce's insights can move those de-
bates forward.

Such a contribution fills a lacuna in scholarship, but in reality,
diagrams are not new to METI. Like the right-angled triangle of Gauss,
the 1974 Arecibo message composed by Frank Drake relied heavily on
diagrams. Drake's stick-man (highlighted in Fig. 17) is a reminder,
though, that diagrams have often been deployed in a merely intuitive
manner. Peirce's work not only provides principled reasons for why
Drake and Gauss were on the right track, it also equips us with a notion
of diagram that can go beyond the usual references and into the domain
of logic itself. Diagrams can be quaint, but they can accomplish much
more.

7. Conclusion

We can infer the presence of exoplanets. This in turn allows us to
infer—with decent but by no means conclusive certainty—the presence
of exominds. In spite of all the biological and cognitive differences that
likely separate us from such minds, there must be a minimal area of
overlap for rational exchanges to occur. So, “to find aliens, we must be-
come the aliens and understand the many ways they could manifest
themselves in their environment and communicate their presence”
(Cabrol, 2016, p. 667). Methodologically though, this exercise in
speculative empathy faces a challenge. We can reason by analogy from
the minds we know, but the only minds we know come from this Earth.
Ostensibly, we are tied down to the Earth by more than just gravity. We
therefore need some way of escaping the pull of terracentrism. How can
this be achieved?

Creative thinking helps, as does paying heed to the musings of ec-
centric thinkers. The diagrammatic designs that C. S. Peirce developed
are so foreign-looking that they almost look like alien writing.
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Interestingly, late in his life, Peirce confessed that he did not feel at
home “on this uninteresting planet” (1967, manuscript 302). Whether
or not Peirce fully escaped terracentrism, he certainly had a hard time
being understood by his peers (Brent, 1998). In fact, scholars have only
recently developed the expertise needed to master his difficult writings
on logic. Thankfully, we will eventually see the release of Logic of the
Future: Peirce's Writings on Existential Graphs. At some point in that tome,
Peirce asks “whether, in case a given planet were known to be the
habitation of a race of high psychical development […] it would be
safely presumable that that race was able to reason as Man does”
(forthcoming, p. 52). Peirce goes on to discuss diagrams, but he never
actually answers his question directly. Even so, my suggestion has been
that the alien character of Peirce's Existential Graphs hints at an un-
foreseen application.

Is it even possible to have a common ground for our knowledge/
beliefs, given fundamental uncertainty about the biology and evolu-
tionary history of exominds? I would say yes. We do not come from the
same planet. We do, however, come from the same universe. So, on the
assumption—entirely plausible, by my lights—that certain logical
principles are not Earth-bound conventions, the search for a common
ground is not entirely hopeless. We can devise any system of notation
we want. However, like Peirce, I have been concerned with evincing
“what must be the characters of all signs used by a ‘scientific’ in-
telligence, that is to say, by an intelligence capable of learning by

experience” (1931–58, vol. 2, para. 227). If nothing else, Peirce's
Existential Graphs show that logic can be realized in more than discrete
symbols strung together in a linear fashion. Not only are some logical
relations (like conjunction and negation) more basic than others, some
semiotic renderings of those relations are also more basic. My sugges-
tion has been that a diagrammatic conception of logical inference can
supply METI researchers with a promising avenue of inquiry.

Of course, given our current lack of contact with aliens, there is no
viable empirical test for any of this. Yet, since the topic is too inter-
esting to postpone, I have forged ahead on the assumption that we can
nevertheless order proposals, based on their degree of escape from
terracentric assumptions. Judged by that standard, standard symbolic
notations are too wedded to linguistic syntax to fare well, at least in
comparison with diagrammatic logics. Peirce “suggests that the signs
we know best, and from which our theory of signs should start, are signs
in ordinary communication” (Bergman, 2007, p. 606). We cannot help
but start from the languages in use around us. However, “it is clear that
common sense is only a starting point; the expansion of semeiotic from
familiar signs to cover all signs is an abductive hypothesis” (Bergman,
2007, p. 607).

So, maybe exominds think and reason in a manner akin to the
diagrammatic manipulations found in Peirce's Existential Graphs.
Naturally, this is an abductive hypothesis. Still, even in mock-METI,
some hypotheses are better than others.
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Abstract
Some have suggested that images can be arguments. Images can certainly bolster 
the acceptability of individual premises. We worry, though, that the static nature of 
images prevents them from ever playing a genuinely argumentative role. To show 
this, we call attention to a dilemma. The conclusion of a visual argument will either 
be explicit or implicit. If a visual argument includes its (explicit) conclusion, then 
that conclusion must be demarcated from the premise(s) or otherwise the argument 
will beg the question. If a visual argument does not include its (implicit) conclusion, 
then the premises on display must license that specific conclusion and not its oppo-
site, in accordance with some demonstrable rationale. We show how major examples 
from the literature fail to escape this dilemma. Drawing inspiration from the graphi-
cal logic of C. S. Peirce, we suggest instead that images can be manipulated (erased, 
dragged, copied, etc.) in a way that overcomes the dilemma. Diagrammatic reason-
ing can take one stepwise from an initial visual layout to a conclusion—thereby pro-
viding a principled rationale that bars opposite conclusions—and the visual inscrip-
tion of this correct conclusion can come afterward in time—thereby distinguishing 
the conclusion from the premises. Even though this practical application of Peirce’s 
logical ideas to informal contexts requires that one make adjustments, we believe it 
points to a dynamic conception of visual argumentation that will prove more fertile 
in the long run.

Keywords Visual arguments · Diagrammatic reasoning · C. S. Peirce · Existential 
Graphs

It is true that if we had to do with photographs alone, however much we might 
look at them, we should never see them animated […]. [T]he mechanism of our 

ordinary knowledge is of a cinematographical kind.
Henri Bergson (1911/1998, pp. 305–306)
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[An argument] shall be represented by a series of such diagrams imagined to be 
phenakistiscopically combined (The “phénakisticope” was the first animation 

device capable of creating a fluid illusion of motion).
Charles Sanders Peirce (MS 292b)

1 Introduction

If one asks whether arguments can include images, the answer is an unquali-
fied yes. Premises must gain their truth or acceptability from some source; and there 
is no reason why images cannot be that source.1 However, many who invoke the 
notion of visual arguments intend the images at hand to be argumentative, “in the 
traditional premise and conclusion sense” (Birdsell and Groarke 2007, p. 103). 
From the mid-1990s onward, argumentation theorists have thus taken the “picto-
rial turn” first announced by W. J. T. Mitchell in 1992 (Curtis 2010).2 Salient objec-
tions to these rapid developments have been formulated,3 but those objections have 
rarely been addressed4—much less definitively answered. Proponents seem to think 
that the situation will eventually attain clarity as case studies accumulate. As a result,  
“[w]hile much early debate was concerned with the possibility of visual arguments,” the 
“discussion has since moved onto a wider range of questions” (Aberdein 2018, p. 2).

Presumably, a visual argument is “one in which the essential argumentative work 
(however that is identified) is done by images (rather than words)” (Johnson 2003, 
p. 3). Yet, when we look carefully at the examples given in the literature, what we 
find are mostly verbal arguments that have images in support of one or more of their 
premise(s). The notions at the heart of this research program could therefore be put 
on a firmer footing.5

Expressing individual propositions visually is one thing, but the crux of the prob-
lem is whether the relation of illation (which generates a conclusion from a body of 
premises) can also be expressed visually. We believe it can. Our confidence in this 
regard draws inspiration from the published and soon-to-be-published writings of 
Charles Sanders Peirce. In addition to his pioneering work in visual semiotics (Jappy 
2013) and philosophy of mind (Champagne 2018a), Peirce made major advances 
in diagrammatic logic (Peirce 2019). Throughout his productive intellectual career, 

1 The use of photographic evidence in courtrooms, for example, amply establishes this. From a legal 
standpoint, the 1948 trial of People versus Doggett set a major precedent, since “[t]he only evidence 
introduced at the trial to support a conviction was a photograph of the husband and wife in the commis-
sion of the alleged act” of oral copulation (Mouser and Philbin 1957, p. 311).
2 See for example the applied work on visual refutation (Lake and Pickering 1998) and contestation 
(McGeough et al. 2015), editorial cartoons (Edwards and Winkler 1997), visual enthymeme (Finnegan 
2001), famous photographs (Hariman and Lucaites 2007), the use of visuals in charity advertising (Gran-
cea 2015), and the reception of digitally altered images (Pfister and Woods 2016). This is not an exhaus-
tive list.
3 Notably by Fleming (1996) and Johnson (2003).
4 One exception here is Blair (2015), the very person who initially voiced scepticism about the idea of 
visual argument (in Blair 1996).
5 For a similar concern, see Thomas (2014, p. 166).
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Peirce was never drawn to the verbal mode of reasoning. He confessed that “I do 
not think I ever reflect in words: I employ visual diagrams […] because this way 
of thinking is my natural language of self-communion […]” (MS 619, p. 8).6 So, 
while other logicians around him were pioneering the symbolic notations we know 
today,7 Peirce explains that, “[a]t great pains, I learned to think in diagrams, which 
is a much superior method to [thinking in algebraic symbols]” (MS L 231). The 
American polymath should therefore be a go-to reference for anyone serious about 
visual arguments (and multimodal argumentation generally).

Above and beyond exploring Peirce’s promising ideas, there are real reasons 
why one should revisit the idea of visual arguments. If visual arguments are 
indeed arguments, then they can be judged as such. We can thus charge an image 
(or image issuer) with committing sundry formal and informal fallacies. But, if 
the persuasive power of images turns out to be merely rhetorical, it becomes a 
category mistake to import the various norms that were developed/discovered 
in the study of logic and dialectic. Now, as Blair observes, theorists “looking at 
argumentation tend to burrow down from the broad perspective of rhetoric to the 
narrower one of dialectic and ultimately to the narrowest one of logic” (2012, p. 
148).8 It makes sense to start with what interlocutors actually find persuasive. 
After all, the most effective rhetorical devices and tropes are often visual in nature 
(see Saouter 1995). The problem is that, when we proceed in this direction, it can 
be hard to see why visual arguments should be governed by anything more sub-
stantial or enduring than mere conventional agreement among peers. If that is the 
case, then the best we can do, assessment-wise, is construe “bad arguments in the 
sense of being Gricean failures of co-operation which violate rules of a critical 
discussion” (Walton 1990, p. 400).

We find it too permissive to go from “X is a visual used to persuade” to “X is a 
visual argument.” So, at the risk of running afoul of “visual argument enthusiasm” 
(Grancea 2017, p. 17), we shall hold fast to the more demanding idea that argu-
ments, visual or otherwise, are good or bad in part because they preserve or fail to 
preserve the truth of their premises. Such truth-preservation, no matter its extent 
or degree, is a structural feature that holds or fails to hold irrespective of what any 
social group thinks or wills. Our contribution, then, will move in a direction reversed 
from the usual one noticed by Blair—instead starting from the logic of images so as 
to climb upward to their dialectic and rhetorical use.

We want to spend the bulk of this article sketching a positive account, but that 
account will enjoy greater motivation if one can first see the problems it is intended 

6 As Leja notes, “[t]his natural visuality had no bearing, apparently, on Peirce’s experience of the visual 
arts. In contrast to other members of his social class, such as his friends William and Henry James, Pei-
rce’s interest in art was minimal” (2000, p. 97).
7 What professional philosophers now take to be logic is the product of purely contingent textbook wars 
that took place in early 1950s. For a historical account, see Pelletier (1999).
8 One should not forget that, according to the medieval tradition, there is a basement beneath logic, 
namely “speculative grammar” or semiotics, which studies how signs convey meaning. Given that “valid-
ity presupposes meaningfulness” (Bellucci 2017, p. 1), logical inquiry cannot do without such semiotic 
inquiry. For a reliable portal to the best philosophical literature on that topic, see Champagne (2014).
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to fix. Let us therefore start by justifying our negative claim (that static images can-
not be arguments) before transitioning to our positive claim (that moving images 
might be arguments).

2  Why Images Cannot be Arguments…

Although the persuasive power of images is already studied quite ably by scholars 
in the humanities and social sciences,9 the claim that images can be arguments has 
prompted a new wave of studies by philosophers and argumentation theorists. The 
production and interpretation of images is a multifaceted phenomenon, so the addi-
tion of new disciplinary voices is always welcomed. Still, the recent combination of 
images and arguments remains conceptually vexed.

To see this, consider the following disjunction: the conclusion of a visual argu-
ment will either be depicted in the image or implied by the image. This exclusive 
disjunction gives rise to a dilemma. If the (explicit) conclusion is depicted in the 
image, then we need to be told how to distinguish that visual component from the 
premise(s)—since it is a fallacy for an argument to assume the very claim that it is 
trying to establish.10 If the (implicit) conclusion is merely implied by the image, 
then we need to be told how to extract that specific conclusion from the visual mate-
rials—since it is trivial to say that images can be interpreted in various ways. Most 
of the examples presented in the argumentation theory literature fail to escape this 
dilemma. Take, for instance, the image shown in Fig. 1.

This is the “Coat of Arms of Death” by Albrecht Dürer. According to Groarke, the 
four elements11 depicted in the image are “a bride in a sumptuous gown and crown, 
a wild man who stands behind her, a shield emblazoned with a skull, and a gaudy, 
florid helmet” (1996, p. 123). Argumentation theorists tend to be more interested in 
the intentions of arguers than in those arguers’ fidelity to source materials (see Kress 
and Van Leeuwen 2001, pp. 1–24; Van Eemeren et al. 1993, pp. 34–38). Still, it must 
be granted that the code required to decipher Dürer’s allegories is not available in the 
image itself. Indeed, one can no more unpack the meaning of a hairy male by looking 
harder at it than one can unpack the assigned meaning of P in symbolic logic by look-
ing harder at that typographical character. Even so, we are told that the four premise-
like parts jointly support an implicit conclusion, which is that one should reject coats 

11 For a discussion of how viewers use social and cognitive inputs to carve images into parts, see Boeriis 
and Holsanova (2012).

9 See Arnheim (1969), Saint-Martin (1990), Messaris (1997), Mitchell (2005)—or any number of 
specialist journals, such as Imaginations: Journal of Cross-Cultural Image Studies, The International 
Journal of the Image, Philosophy of Photography, Visio: Revue internationale de sémiotique visuelle, 
Images: Journal for Visual Studies, Journal of Visual Communication and Image Representation, Vis-
ual Communication, Visual Communication Quarterly, Journal of Visual Literacy, Image & Text, Visual 
Studies, Visible Language, Journal of Visual Culture, The Visual Computer: International Journal of 
Computer Graphics, Antennae: The Journal of Nature in Visual Culture, International Journal of Semi-
otics and Visual Rhetoric, and The Journal of Visual and Critical Studies. This is not an exhaustive list.
10 The fallacy of circularity is not endemic to visual arguments. For a survey of why begging the ques-
tion is considered fallacious, see Caravello (2018).
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of arms (Groarke 1996, p. 123). Although it is held that “[v]isual arguments can […] 
be judged by common standards of reasoned convincing” (ibid., p. 107), the rationale 
that leads to this proposed conclusion is far from clear.

Why, one might ask, does the conclusion “Reject coats of arms” follow? Heraldry 
is certainly systematic enough to allow some kind of scholarly study. We might 
thus explain why viewers tend to interpret this image in certain ways under certain 
conditions. However, such a hermeneutic process is far removed from a predictable 

Fig. 1  “Coat of Arms of Death” by Albrecht Dürer, dated 1503. Taken from the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston
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procedure (Taylor 1971). Indeed, there are alternative readings of the print.12 Phi-
losophers trained to deal with arguments will understandably want to fit situations to 
a format that they know well, but it is probably simpler to view the Coat of Arms as 
a case of regular image interpretation.

Minimally, someone looking at the premises of a genuine visual argument should 
be given some sense of what the right conclusion ought to be. Verbal elements can 
be added to facilitate this. Roque (2012, p. 283) calls arguments that combine vis-
uals and text “joint arguments.”13 It is significant, however, that almost all of the 
images invoked in the argumentation theory literature are joint arguments. Take, for 
example, Fig. 2, which is offered by Tseronis (2013, p. 10).

This carefully crafted advertisement was designed by Tim Cairns using a photo-
graph by George Scott. Such professional authorship shows that photographs “are 
not drawn by the ‘pencil of nature’ but are symbols that imply concepts framed by 
theories and, as such, they must be learned like any language” (Becker 2011, p. 
255). The conclusion that viewers are supposed to draw from this image is that Chux 
kitchen gloves are worth buying. As with the Dürer engraving, this conclusion is 
not present, either visually or verbally. The only premise-like element that is visu-
ally expressed is a set of glasses that was partially replaced by an ill-fitting item. To 
extract the desired conclusion from this image, one must understand that the kitchen 
gloves’ extra gripping surface will not let dishware slip and break. Verbal reinforce-
ments are supplied in the lower right corner. Yet, without reading “Keep the whole 
set” and “Extra Grip,” arriving at the right conclusion would be nearly impossible. 
As a clever piece of advertising, the combination of text and image undoubtedly per-
suades. But, it is doubtful that the image persuades visually.14 If this was not a joint 
argument, it would not be an argument at all.

Pinto (2001, pp. 37, 68–69) once defined an argument as “an invitation to infer-
ence.” However, it could be held that anything—the weather, ambient sounds, the 
emptiness of one’s stomach—can be an invitation to inference, insofar as any experi-
ence can set a mind in motion. Our experiential world is woven with significant rela-
tions, but not all those relations are argumentative.15 Not surprisingly, Pinto (2009, 
p. 284fn22) has since distanced himself from this lax definition. When arguments 

15 Even though, for Peirce, “an argument […] is the first and paramount semiotic relation” (Bellucci 
2017, p. 3), his full semiotic theory recognizes the argument as one kind of sign among ten possible vari-
eties (see Champagne 2015a, pp. 533–541).

12 For instance, one who masters the relevant cultural context might assign the following meanings to 
the image: the forest-dweller of Germanic folklore (likely a stand-in for Martin Zinner, a shrewd old 
business man) who embraces the bride (likely a stand-in for Katherine Frey, a relative of Dürer) brings 
with him sexual vigour on their wedding day, but the hidden side of his shield reveals him to be an agent 
of death (insofar as Zinner had syphilis). This reading, which has little to do with (and runs counter to?) 
“Reject coats of arms,” is proposed by the independent art historian Elizabeth A. Garner, who specializes 
in discerning “secret ciphers” in Dürer’s work (that are reminiscent of the conspiracy theories in Dan 
Brown’s novels).
13 The relation between text and image that one finds in joint arguments can be further clarified by using 
the taxonomy laid out in Martinec (2013, pp. 150–153).
14 For more on the idea that “visuals such as pictures do not argue” but “only influence or persuade—
often in a manipulative way,” see Kjeldsen (2015, p. 118).
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prompt inferences, it is usually hoped that those inferences will latch onto the prem-
ises’ structure or arrangement so as to reach a specific outcome. Just as persuasion 
ranges from the strongly compelling to the mildly suggestive, this inferential move-
ment can range from the deductively valid to the inductively probable. Still, a suc-
cessful theory must identify some arguments as bad arguments.

At minimum, then, images like Dürer’s engraving or the kitchen gloves ad should 
give one the visual means to answer an onlooker who challenged their conclusion. 
This seems like a modest and reasonable desideratum. Yet, given that it is unclear 
how the conclusions at hand were arrived at, it is equally unclear how the images 
could be invoked to repel dissent. To make this concrete, what if a person claimed 
that the proper conclusion of the advertisement is “Do not buy Chux kitchen 
gloves,” because those gloves have already broken a set of dishware? How could one 
use the image to counter such a gloss? A visual argument can suggest more than one 
conclusion, but it surely cannot support a conclusion and its exact opposite. This is 
the first horn of the dilemma that we want to call attention to: the conclusion must 
follow in a demonstrable and predictable manner from the visual premises.

Ideally, an account of visual arguments should supply a criterion that demysti-
fies (and eventually predicts) patterns of assent and dissent. Now, one might object 
that this holds images to an inappropriately high standard. After all, even when 
dealing with verbal arguments, there is often disagreement about the interpreta-
tion of particular arguments. That may be. But, there are still shared standards and 
exemplary cases. For example, most would regard the following as a paradigmatic 

Fig. 2  Advertisement for Chux Extra Grip Gloves. (Released by the DDB Sydney advertising agency in 
2006)
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case of begging the question: “The current municipal administration is not trust-
worthy, because it cannot be trusted.” There are no subtleties here: the same prop-
osition appears twice in different guises, yet one token is adduced as rational sup-
port for the other. We can all agree that such looped reasoning is corrupt (or at any 
rate uninformative). So, using similar norms (Godden 2017), what would happen 
to Dürer’s image if, say, a coat of arms was shown in a waste basket? Given the 
supposed conclusion “Reject coats of arms,” would the image beg the question? 
One could perhaps attempt to dodge this concern by saying that the new depiction 
would render the conclusion explicit instead of implicit. If so, then what would 
happen if the full waste basket was shown twice? Would that beg the question? 
This is the second horn of the dilemma that we want to call attention to: the con-
clusion must be separated in a principled manner from the visual premises.

Although he did not develop his misgivings in as much detail or construct a 
positive alternative, Fleming expressed concerns similar to our dilemma:

First, [a picture] lacks the requisite internal differentiation; it is impossible 
to reliably distinguish in a picture what is position, and what is evidence 
for that position. The distinction at the heart of argument, the difference 
between that which asserts and that which supports, is thus collapsed. Sec-
ond, a picture cannot with reliability be refuted, opposed, or negated. It 
can be countered but only by introducing words into the situation; the pic-
ture itself makes no claim which can be contested, doubted, or otherwise 
improved upon by others. (Fleming 1996, p. 13)

The combination of images and arguments may be conceptually vexed, but it 
is too important to walk away from. So, to put the key notions on a more secure 
footing, we need (1) some means of demarcating premises and conclusions, plus 
(2) some principle that can take us from the premises to the conclusion in a 
deliberate manner. One fairly crude way of satisfying requirement (1) would be 
to introduce a spatial division within an image. It is common, for instance, to 
accept that whatever appears below a line counts as a conclusion when doing 
logical proofs. Obviously, this would be artificial in most visual contexts. We 
thus propose another solution: conclusions can be distinguished by being added 
to an image. The parts of an image can thus be dynamic or movable, so as to 
allow for what Charles Sanders Peirce called diagrammatic reasoning:

By diagrammatic reasoning, I mean reasoning which constructs a diagram 
according to a precept expressed in general terms, performs experiments 
upon this diagram, notes their results, assures itself that similar experi-
ments performed upon any diagram constructed according to the same pre-
cept would have the same results, and expresses this in general terms. This 
was a discovery of no little importance, showing, as it does, that all knowl-
edge without exception comes from observation. (Peirce 1976, pp. 47–48)

We surmise that diagrammatic manipulations can supply us with the principle 
linking premises and conclusion called for by requirement (2), as well as the 
division called for by requirement (1). Let us now explore this possibility.
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3  …But Moving Ones Might

To begin to see how a Peirce-inspired conception of diagrammatic reasoning can 
lead to a more robust understanding of visual arguments, consider the propaganda 
postcard shown in Fig. 3.

A rising sun is “a standard way for illustrators to refer to the future” (Groarke 
2015, p. 147). On the basis of this metaphorical equation between the rising sun and 
a forward-looking perspective, further associations can be made “which suggest that 
a Nazi future will bring food and abundance” (Groarke 2015, p. 148), leading to an 
implicit conclusion that “You should vote Nazi.” We do not want to question this 
reconstruction, but rather the first link that triggers it. Specifically, what makes one 
confident that what is being depicted is a sunrise and not a sunset?

To the extent that a photograph is causally related to its object (Lefebvre 2007), 
it affords some epistemic assurance that the sun was moving (assuming that a pho-
tograph was used). Yet, since the sun can move up or down depending on the time 
of day, there is no evidential basis in the image itself to infer that the sun-like Nazi 
emblem is rising as opposed to setting. Much like a Necker cube or Wittgenstein’s 
(1958, Sect. 139) person on a steep hill, the static depiction is non-committal. Cor-
roborating this, Roque notes that “in the graphic plane, the rising sun does not differ 
from the setting sun, which has the opposite meaning” (2010, p. 18; our translation). 
He thus observes that, to secure the desired interpretation, such images are typically 
accompanied by a verbal cue. So, were one to put the German word “Zukunft” in the 
Nazi postcard, one would presumably increase the chance that the sun will be taken 
as rising.16 There is nothing inherently wrong in converting an image into a joint 
argument. However, adding such a legend means that it is no longer the image that is 
securing the pivotal inference.

In the same way that a person interpreting the kitchen glove ad could take it as 
a critique of Chux’s defective product, a person could interpret the postcard as an 
image by the Allies “arguing” that the end of the German regime is near. Surely a 
genuine visual argument ought to repel such opposite conclusions. Alas, the Nazi 
postcard offers us no visual resource to counter such an opposite gloss. Make no 
mistake: the rising sun interpretation is justified. But, one must take care to properly 
locate the source of that justification—otherwise one risks attributing quasi-animis-
tic powers to images that images simply do not possess. Ordinary folks routinely 
reify their habits and mistake culture for nature, but theorists attain critical distance 
precisely by halting this reflex. Context never vanishes, but an image has a determi-
nate frame, so we can meaningfully ask what interpretations are supported by infor-
mation inside or outside that frame.

In ranking the various interpretations that can be made and conclusions that 
can be drawn, can we rely on something more tangible than intuitions? We believe 
so. The sun-like circle of the Nazi postcard has a definite area. One portion of that 
area is occluded by the horizon. Saying that “The sun is rising” can therefore be 

16 Naturally, establishing the motion of a star does not establish that a given party is enjoying political 
ascent. Being movable is thus a necessary but not sufficient condition.
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translated as saying that “Were one to witness the next moment, a greater surface 
area would come into view.” Conversely, to say that the sun is setting is tantamount 
to saying that the visible area would shrink (and eventually disappear) over time. 
So, while the shape in the image is static, it can nevertheless prompt motion-like 
expectations in viewers, giving rise to what Rosenthal calls the “action-image 
matrix” (1994, p. 24). Correct contemplation can thus be cashed out as preparation 
for action.

Cognitive science supports this conception of visual engagement. Experiments 
conducted by Tucker and Ellis (1998) have shown that, when subjects are shown an 
image and are asked to indicate whether the everyday object depicted is upright or 
inverted, the subjects’ responses are quickest when the hand that they use to answer 
(by pressing a button) is the hand they would use to grasp the thing. Images that 
showed a frying pan with its handle in a less accessible position thus lengthened 
the subjects’ response times. The stimulus materials used in these experiments were 
depictions of mid-sized artifacts (see the list in Tucker and Ellis 1998, p. 846), but 
even when dealing with logical diagrams, the consensus is that “our visual systems 
must be able to simulate things and events in the world, in some spatio-temporal 
sense” (Burton and Coppin 2012, p. 55).

Although these motor affordances normally go unnoticed, we think they can be 
harnessed in a way that can police our inferences. Images can undergo transforma-
tions like addition, copying, and erasure. Indeed, “even a simple drawing […] can 
be said to establish an entire system of permissible transformations of the line, and 
in so doing it institutes a specific horizon of anticipation” (Hoel 2012, pp. 268–269; 

Fig. 3  Nazi postcard from the 1930s. Taken from Groarke 2015, p. 147
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emphasis in original). If, for example, one is instructed to continue drawing a pre-
existing straight line, some visual interventions become inappropriate. This is essen-
tially how the Venn diagram method manages to prove categorical syllogisms. Write 
the premises on the various circles and you thereby write the conclusion. Godden 
(2013, p. 9) has thus suggested that Venn diagrams are good candidates for visual 
arguments.17 Peirce described Venn as one “whom I never disagree with without 
finding his remarks profitable” (CP 3.371). However, out of dissatisfaction with the 
fact that Venn’s “system affords no means of exhibiting reasoning” (CP 4.356), Pei-
rce showed how diagrams can cover, not just categorical syllogisms, but the whole 
range of logics (see Peirce 2019; as well as Roberts 1973).

To illustrate this, let us look at the more narrow and accessible case of proposi-
tional logic. The first step of Peirce’s diagrammatic notation consists simply in tak-
ing stock that something is present before one, as shown in Fig. 4.

Figure 4 is supposed to be empty. Peirce invites us to “regard the ordinary blank 
sheet of assertion as a film upon which there is, as it were, an undeveloped photo-
graph of the facts in the universe” (CP 4.512). Even when staring at the unbounded 
blank canvas of Fig. 4, one is compelled to acknowledge the presence of this inde-
terminate space. Whatever else may happen, an arguer must grant this much if she 
is ever to enter into a dialogue (with herself or others) and determine what follows 
from what. So, “before anything has been drawn on the sheet, the blank is […] a 
graph. It may be considered as the expression of whatever must be well-understood 
between the graphist and the interpreter of the graph before the latter can understand 
what to expect of the graph” (MS 492, p. 19). As fallible creatures with limited cog-
nitive means, our epistemic certainties are few and far between. But, deny the very 
arena of deliberation and deliberation becomes hopeless.

Once something is “scribed” on the blank sheet of assertion, that token inscrip-
tion emerges from the depths of possibility and comes into contact with actuality. 
One may doubt whether a fictional animal like a unicorn exists, but a token sign-
vehicle of this mythical beast certainly exists, so that sign-vehicle can be used to at 
least claim that unicorns exist.18 Figuring out whether such a claim is true or false 
requires empirical inquiry—Peirce was also a practicing scientist, after all. But, 
using diagrammatic reasoning, we can study the relations among claims. So, if we 

17 Dove (2016, pp. 259–260) has objected that students are often able to distinguish valid and inva-
lid syllogisms verbally, before they ever employ Venn diagrams. Although Godden (2017, p. 425) has 
retracted his suggestion in light of Dove’s objection, we do not think Godden should have backed down 
so quickly. It is true that, before inventing his improvement on Euler diagrams, Venn knew which syl-
logisms are valid and which are not. Venn nevertheless devised a diagrammatic notation capable of con-
verting those intuitions into something that is publically verifiable. So, whereas medieval philosophers 
catalogued and memorized valid syllogistic forms, he was able to demonstrate—in a new pictorial fash-
ion—why those rules may be considered rational.
18 Peirce’s choice of the label “existential,” which first appears in his letters and notes from the late 
1890s, stems from this. As Roberts explains, in Existential Graphs, to “write something is to ‘aver that 
such a thing exists’ (MS 513), and is to claim that something having the character described exists in the 
universe which the sheet represents” (1973, p. 30).
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take a proposition like “She eats,” we assert that proposition19 by putting a token 
symbol or icon of it on the sheet of assertion, as shown in Fig. 5.

To be clear, we are not suggesting that such quaint icons are natural depictions 
of the propositions that they stand for. The image of Fig. 5 is too coarse-grained to 
show, for example, that the eating subject is a woman. It was Otto Neurath (1936), 
not Peirce, who believed in the universal communicative power of these little 
designs. Peirce’s aim was instead to investigate how the relations among signs can 
allow us to derive conclusions in a demonstrable way.20 Once we focus on relations, 
the choice of relata is up for grabs. Surely, if it is okay for mainstream symbolic 
logic to stipulate that P will stand for “She eats,” then it is likewise okay to simply 
stipulate that Fig. 5 will stand for that same proposition. The image, however, enjoys 
a bond to its object that is more than just stipulative, so opting for a motivated sign 
(as Peirce does in MS R 514) makes the scheme of abbreviation easier to recall (it 
also counteracts the totemization that can result from using symbols like P and Q—
as if algebraic stand-ins somehow had a monopoly on what counts as logical).

Diagrammatic reasoning is more interested in relations than in relata. One ubiqui-
tous relation is with the surrounding area. If putting the icon of eating food amounts 
to asserting that “She eats,” then putting the same icon on a space cut from the sheet 

Fig. 4  (Blank) Sheet of Assertion

19 Stjernfelt (2014) is mandatory reading for anyone who wonders/worries whether images can be “prop-
ositional.”
20 Since Neurath’s (1936) ideographic language lacks the expressive power to represent the consequence 
relation, it is devoid of even the simplest inferential principles (see Pietarinen 2009).

Fig. 5  Assertion



1 3

Why Images Cannot be Arguments, But Moving Ones Might  

of assertion amounts to negating that proposition.21 The diagram shown in Fig.  6 
would thus say “It is not the case that she eats” (shading the cut area is not manda-
tory, but it makes the distinction easier to track).

So far, we have laid out the visual means of expressing assertion and negation. 
The final ingredient needed to get Peirce’s logical system moving is conjunction. 
Since Peirce’s aim was to find the most natural sign possible, he did not assign an 
extra symbol (like “&” or “∧”) for conjunction, but rather let mere visual juxtapo-
sition of two or more items signal that connective. Thus, to express a compound 
proposition like “She eats and she goes to the bathroom,” we need only put the two 
signs side-by-side,22 as shown in Fig. 7 (again, for the sake of simplicity, we shall let 
this new proposition be represented by a new icon). Since the space is non-oriented, 
Fig. 7 could just as well be the sign for “She goes to the bathroom and she eats” 
(such readings constitute what Peirce called “interpretants”).

Once we are able to visually express assertion, negation, and conjunction, we 
have the resources to visually express all the more complex relations of proposi-
tional logic. Let us run through some common specimens. The diagram of Fig. 8 
would mean “She eats food and she does not go to the bathroom.”

The diagram shown in Fig. 9 would mean “It is not the case that she eats and she 
goes to the bathroom.”23

Cuts thus do plenty of work, such as serving the role of parentheses. Additionally, 
one can cut a space within a cut. So, paraphrasing, the diagram of Fig. 10 would 
mean “There is no situation where she eats and she does not go to the bathroom.” A 
more compact way of translating this diagram would be “If she eats, then she goes 
to the bathroom.” We can therefore combine assertion, negation, and conjunction to 
do the logical work traditionally done by if-then conditionals.24

21 Burke (1966, p. 419) may have been overly-confident when he claimed that “the negative is a pecu-
liarly linguistic resource.”
22 For more on the primitive role of conjunction in constituting atomic and compound propositions, see 
Champagne (2019).
23 It is a reasonable question whether the cut, instead of negating the assertion, divests a proposition of 
its assertoric force. This question has been dealt with in Bellucci and Pietarinen (2017). There is also the 
dual system of “entitative graphs,” where the main connective of the graph in Fig. 9 is NOR, not AND. 
In Existential Graphs, the sheet represents tautology, not contradiction.
24 One can use a truth table, a device invented by Peirce (Anellis 2004), to confirm that the diagram 
for ~ (P ∧ ~ Q) indeed captures the standard material conditional P → Q.

Fig. 6  Negation
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Fig. 7  Conjunction

Fig. 8  Conjunction of assertion 
and negation

Fig. 9  Negation of conjunction

Fig. 10  Conditional
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All logicians (formal and informal) use signs, but Peirce wanted to understand why 
signs are needed to begin with (Bellucci 2017). Peirce recognized that, while the for-
mation of an opinion can occur with lightning speed and rest on nothing more than 
psychological self-confidence, proper reasoning takes time and requires the correction 
of external signs. A community of inquirers invests signs with meaning and then inter-
venes on these signs to test the consequences of their beliefs. When the signs in ques-
tion are not wholly conventional, the results obtained are not wholly conventional.

Peirce devised diagrams capable of covering predicate and modal logic (Roberts 
1973; Ma and Pietarinen 2017b), even augmenting the manipulations of his graphs 
with game theory (Pietarinen 2006). However, in this article, we deliberately limit 
our attention to his most elementary (“Alpha”) system, since it suffices to convey the 
insights that interest us. Peirce’s Existential Graphs is only one specific manifesta-
tion of diagrammatic reasoning (Hoffmann 2011, p. 191). Even so, his Existential 
Graphs illustrate in a vivid way Peirce’s belief that all inferences (not just deductive 
ones) are best conceived in a “moving stereoscopic view” (MS 683)25 reminiscent of 
cinematographic technologies (see Pietarinen 2011, p. 269). Let us therefore use the 
representations surveyed earlier to put together a sample argument and test its merit.

Imagine that one were to argue the following: “If she eats, then she goes to the 
bathroom. If she goes to the bathroom, then she leaves. Therefore, if she eats, then 
she leaves.” Rendered in the idiom of Existential Graphs, the premises of this argu-
ment could look like the diagram of Fig. 11.

Notice that the conclusion of this argument (which is a hypothetical syllogism) 
is not yet depicted in this complex diagram. The task, then, consists in seeing if and 
how we can derive the desired conclusion from the starting image. Peirce devised 
five diagrammatic permissions that allow one to derive a conclusion from a body of 
premises: double-cut, insertion, erasure, iteration, and deiteration (the last two being 
fully reversible). For instance, the double-cut rule says that one is entitled to add or 
remove any twice-negated area, provided that there are no propositions other than the 
blank in the negated space. These permissions “will never permit transformation of 
a true assertion into a false one” (MS 492). Hence, as we shall now see, these incre-
mental visual changes allow us to obtain the conclusion “If she eats, then she leaves.”

First, we can use the iteration26 shown in Fig.  12 to reproduce the right-hand 
premise within the assertion space of the left-hand premise (although spatial inclu-
sions and exclusions are important, scale and exact position are irrelevant, which is 
why the system of Existential Graphs can be described as topological).27

26 Once again, one can use a truth table to confirm that the enriched diagram for {P → [Q ∧ (Q → R)]} ∧ 
(Q → R) is indeed equivalent to the previous step of (P → Q) ∧ (Q → R).

25 Addressing the resurgence of interest in early devices like the phenakistiscope, Carels notes that, 
“100  years before the GIF entered popular consciousness, Marey, Leprince, and several others, had 
already presented very short sequences of about a dozen photographic images” (2015, p. 34). Interest-
ingly, spinning disks like the thaumatrope (1825) were sometimes marketed as “philosophical toys” 
(ibid.).

27 The thin black arrow has been added solely for didactic purposes and is not part of the language of 
graphs. The intent is to show the direction of the iterative movement on the static medium of the printed 
page.
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We then use deiteration—essentially the reverse of iteration—to remove one of 
the inner contents of the diagram on the left, as shown in Fig. 13.28

Because the previous transformation means that there is no longer any content 
inside the negated space, we can remove a needless double-cut, as shown in Fig. 14.

To claim that A and B are the case is eo ipso to claim that A is the case. A jux-
taposed image on the blank sheet thus represents some fact independently of the 
representation of another fact in another part of that sheet. So, using the erasure per-
mission, we are free to remove the diagrammed premise on the right, which yields 
Fig. 15.

Finally, when we repeat this move and erase another assertion, we obtain the con-
clusion shown in Fig. 16, namely that “If she eats, then she leaves.”29

We have run through a sample proof, but proofs are nothing more than small well-
known argumentative patterns that are deliberately strung together. Proofs thus dif-
fer from arguments in quantity but not in kind. In the previous example, “inference 
is performed by making a diagram of the state of things represented by the prem-
isses [sic]” where “the reasoner then observes this diagram and notices some rela-
tion between parts of it which had not been expressly introduced in the construction 

Fig. 11  Premises

Fig. 12  Iteration transformation

28 Informally speaking, removal by deiteration is sound, because the image remains in the context of the 
image that was removed.
29 Erasure is permitted on asserted areas, that is, on the sheet or on graphs resting on areas enclosed 
within an even number of cuts.
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Fig. 13  Deiteration transformation

Fig. 14  Double-cut transformation

Fig. 15  Erasure transformation

Fig. 16  Conclusion
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of the diagram” (MS L 385, emphasis in original).30 What is required in diagram-
matic reasoning is not thinking harder (whatever that means), but rather observing 
more keenly.31 One of the relations revealed by the observation of visual contents 
can then be the conclusion, which is arrived at by stepwise transformations.

Peirce held that the determination of a rational consequence can take place “by 
manipulating on paper, or in the fancy, formulæ or other diagrams—experimenting 
on them, experiencing the thing” (CP 4.86). As Clark and Chalmers (1998, p. 8) 
point out, in playing the video game Tetris, one can either rotate a mental tile or an 
on-screen tile. Either way, given an initial state, some transformations go through 
while others do not. The idea is that, if we imbue diagrams with significance and 
keep our adopted code constant, then the sign-vehicles (and not just the inference 
rules) become capable of stopping certain inferences, since there are real limits on 
what one can visually depict.32

A parallel with poetry (or rap music) can help to clarify this difference between 
rule-based constraints and vehicle-based constraints. If we focus on what a sign-
vehicle stands for, then a phrase like “The orange juice is liquid” combines quite 
sensibly with “I poured that juice into a glass.” But, if we take advantage of the use/
mention distinction and focus on the phonetic properties of the sign-vehicles, then 
the last phrase will not rhyme whereas “I drank that juice as a kid” will. Similarly, 
we can fruitfully suspend our knowledge of what diagrams stand for and instead 
combine diagrams based on their plastic properties. Although the decision to cut 
out a shaded area in the Existential Graphs reflects a deliberate claim-making intent, 
facts about what lie inside or outside that cut are no longer under the claim-maker’s 
control. Unlike rhyming, determining fit with iteration, erasure, insertion, double-
cut and deiteration produces, not just aesthetic satisfaction,33 but truth preservation. 
Hence, just as toying with word combinations in poetry shows that “men and words 
reciprocally educate each other” (CP 5.313), toying with diagram combinations 
shows that minds and diagrams can reciprocally educate each other.34

Crucially, the argument in Existential Graphs that we examined does not fall prey to 
the dilemma formulated at the outset. Because the initial diagrammatic layout did not 

33 Pietarinen points out that the notational simplicity and multimodality of logical graphs can make 
them beautiful. In an attempt to account for this experience of beauty, he conjectures that “logical graphs 
excite those Brodmann areas that are responsible for emotional experiences, whereas traditional (non-
graphical) logical notations may fail to do so” (2018, p. 12). For neuroscientific investigations that used 
paintings as visual stimuli, see Ishizu and Zeki (2011).
34 For an applied exploration of how diagrams can prompt discoveries in the social sciences and humani-
ties, see Champagne (2016b).

30 Since imagistic systems of representation can provide a well-defined relation of consequence (and 
thereby perfect systems of proofs and demonstration), their power is not limited to the representation of 
structured semantic contents or arguments. See Ma and Pietarinen (2017b, 2018) for recent studies of 
Peirce’s proposed calculi of graphs as systems of algebra, deep inference, and sequent calculi.
31 For a discussion of the role of observation in diagrammatic reasoning, see Legg and Franklin (2017).
32 Despite advances in computer imaging, no special effect can successfully depict a square-circle. A 
world-wide contest was held inviting logicians and artists to depict contradictions visually (see Beziau 
2015). Tellingly, no submission succeeded. Champagne (2016a) argues that this impossibility (which he 
dubs “contrapiction”) is the main source of diagrammatic reasoning’s normative power, insofar as some 
qualities or tones simply resist being squeezed into one token. For more on the type/token/tone distinc-
tion, see Champagne (2018a, pp. 22–26).
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include its conclusion, the visual argument cannot be charged with begging the ques-
tion. Indeed, the final conclusion shown in Fig. 16 is separated from the initial prem-
ises of Fig. 11 by the fact that it comes afterward. Also, thanks to a series of trans-
formations, the diagrams take us from the premises to that conclusion in a deliberate 
and predictable manner. As Rose explains, the most appropriate way to think of the 
conclusion is “as a further differentiation of the more undifferentiated premise, where 
the condition for the possibility of such differentiation lies, not merely in the premise 
itself […], but also in the determining nature of the transitional, illative connection 
[…] whereby the premise and conclusion are combined (or conjoined)” (2011, p. 14). 
Pursuant with this, there is simply no way to use Peirce’s five permissions to obtain an 
opposite conclusion. One can of course refuse to accept the starting premises. How-
ever, one cannot refuse to accept what those premises entail. So, not only is this visual 
argument a good argument, one can use its visual properties to show why it is good.

The manipulable graphs that we just looked at call on a “[p]ragmatist epistemol-
ogy” that “takes knowledge to be an achievement, which is a result of a […] time-
dependent process” where “what is also important is the description of that process 
and not only the outcome” (Ma and Pietarinen 2018, p. 3647). Peirce’s visual sys-
tems thus provide a counter-example to the standard view that logic studies only 
a product while dialectic studies a procedure and rhetoric studies a process (Blair 
2012, p. 149). Peirce is often said to espouse a “process philosophy” (Hausman 
2002), so it is only normal that his work in logic should reflect this.

To better appreciate how sequential relations can affect the interpretation of 
“rationally related objects” (MS 293), consider the following pair of arguments:

These two arguments use the same contents. However, those contents have differ-
ent orders of appearance (when reading from top to bottom). The argument on the left 
is valid whereas the argument on the right is fallacious. Similarly, we can appreciate 
the importance of sequence for arguments couched in normal language, like this one:

“She does not own a cat. She is afraid of cats.”

Due to the lack of indicator words, it is up to an interpreter to decide what is a 
premise and what is a conclusion. All other things being equal, it is more intuitive 
and parsimonious to interpret the pair of propositions as saying “She does not own 
a cat because she is afraid of cats” than as saying “She is afraid of cats because she 
does not own a cat.”35 Given that a change of sequence can dramatically alter the 

P&Q P

P P&Q

35 Nothing about arbitrary strings of characters like “because” and “therefore” makes them intrinsi-
cally suited to be inference indicators. Hence, once a language-user becomes adept at recognizing the 
syntactic places and pragmatic roles that premises and conclusions play in a given system of meaning, 
these textual markers can eventually be dropped. One might take this possibility of absence to mean that 
the expressive needs of an argument are different—and quite less—than the expressive needs required 
to demonstrate logical consequence. However, such a view would overlook that (1) the textual markers 
needed to be present before they could be learned and eventually omitted and (2) the markers can at any 
time be reincorporated (in specific locations that are subject to robust standards of correctness).
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point of an argument, it is imperative that a visual argument display its contents in 
just the right way. To see this in a visual context, consider the two photographs of a 
Mars dig shown in Fig. 17.

The photograph on the left showed evidence of white spots in the soil. These 
spots were less pronounced when the photograph on the right was taken, three Mar-
tian days later. Scientists took this to mean that the white spots were water ice that 
evaporated when it was exposed to the Martian sun. The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy’s entry on “Informal Logic” (Groarke 2017) reconstructs the scientists’ 
argument as follows:

(Visual) Premise: First photograph of the dig.

(Visual) Premise: Second photograph of the dig.

(Verbal) Premise: “The most plausible way to explain the changes we see in 
the photographs is by postulating the evaporation of water ice.”

Inference Indicator: “We can conclude that…”

Conclusion: “…there is water on the planet Mars.”

This is a verbal reconstruction. We therefore agree that “[t]he process of going 
from the image to the propositions they convey […] will be heavily dependent on 
verbal reasoning […]” (Johnson 2003, p. 6). Taken in its broadest sense, then, the 
activity of argumentation could be viewed as a language game (Patterson 2010). 
Yet, when this game of giving and asking for reasons is guided by a visual device 
that players jointly attend to, some moves become forbidden or permitted by the 
qualitative features of the device. In this case, without a suitable change in the visual 
properties, the scientific case for water on Mars would collapse.

Deleting one of the juxtaposed NASA photographs would revert the situation 
to a static state, like the Nazi postcard. In addition to rendering inference possible, 
before/after states can be used to separate premises and conclusion. For instance, 

Fig. 17  Photographs of a dig by NASA’s Phoenix Mars Lander. Taken on June 15 and 19, 2008
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instead of verbally expressing her conclusion, a subject who grasped the NASA 
argument could signal her grasp by creating a third image that shows an even 
smaller patch of ice. In this way, figuring out what (logically) follows from what 
would manifest itself as figuring out what follows what (temporally). The ability to 
do this naturally presupposes access to collateral knowledge (about water evapora-
tion and so on). These relevant bits of knowledge can nevertheless inform tangible 
visual interventions. Although one can gloss these visual interventions as a victory 
lap that one takes after having grasped an argument purely privately, the modifica-
tion of a visual layout can, like interlocking Tetris blocks, be the very means by 
which one publicly establishes whether a given conclusion goes through or not.

One does not have to master Peirce’s diagrammatic logic in its entirety or endorse 
his philosophical pragmatism to see the relevance of his ideas for argumentation 
theory (Larvor 2013, p. 249). So, leaving aside fascinating technical36 and histori-
cal37 details, we believe argumentation theorists can profitably apply the general 
spirit of Peirce’s diagrammatic approach to informal specimens, like the one shown 
in Fig. 18.

It was by dragging depictions of the coastlines of South America and Africa 
closer that the geographer Alfred Wegener (and others before him) was led to 
hypothesize that the two continents are in fact breakaway portions of what was, at 
one time, a single continent.38

Wegener’s map differs from Dürer’s heraldry in several important respects. First, 
unlike the coat of arms, the components of the map need to be moved in order to 
establish the relevant conclusion (the image is already mid-way through this process 
of transformation, since it makes the Atlantic Ocean look as narrow as a river).

Second, unlike the coat of arms, the diagrammatic interventions of an agent could 
be wrong—because of the image. If, for example, the shapes and/or bedrock proper-
ties did not align, then Wegener’s conclusion would not be supported. The quali-
tative character of the image’s components is thus pivotal in enabling or blocking 
certain inferential moves.

Third, unlike the coat of arms, one can literally see why the conclusion follows. 
One could say, using only language, that “There is a continent on one side” and 
“There is another continent on the other side” such that “The shores of the two con-
tinents match;” but relation of support linking the first two claims to the third would 
have to be taken for granted. Things are different when the continents at hand are 
actually shown side-by-side. Figure 18 thus meets the necessary condition laid down 

36 The derivation of residuation has a particularly apt diagrammatic proof in Existential Graphs that 
requires only the observation that the space between two cuts is empty (see the graph RG1 in Ma and 
Pietarinen 2017a, p. 180). This makes Peirce’s transformations not only valid and sound, but also evident 
to reason.
37 The discovery of diagrammatic logic was inextricably woven to the development of modern logic and 
modern metatheories of logic. In fact, “the very notion of iconicity comes out of deep issues in the dis-
cussion of formal logic and different ways of representing it” (Stjernfelt 2015, p. 35).
38 Using an example from Peirce (CP 2.632) about a torn piece of paper, Dove (2016, p. 261) calls 
Wegener’s map an “argument from fit.” For a similar view (arrived at independently of Dove), see Stjern-
felt (2014, p. 289). For more on maps and inferences, see Aguilera (2016).
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by Grancea, namely that “[t]he cognitive route that takes the audience from prem-
ises to conclusion needs to be changed, or at least substantially enriched, by the con-
tent of the visual” (2017, pp. 22–23).

Fourth, unlike the coat of arms, the continental map manifests truth-preservation. 
To be sound (i.e., valid with true premises), the coastlines of the Earth must possess 
the shape and soil in question (this is a matter for the geologist to verify). The argu-
ment’s validity, however, is ensured by the relational properties of the image. There 
are undoubtedly arbitrary stipulations at play (most notably in the legend), but the 
presence of motivated signs ensures that there are more than just stipulations at play. 

Fig. 18  Map of continents by Alfred Wegener (originally published in Wegener 1929, p. 73)
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Granite, for example, does not have to be represented by heavy dots.39 However, this 
arbitrary assignment does not matter, since diagrams aim only to mimic relations, 
not relata. So, if both coastlines are in fact as they are depicted in the map, these 
truths will get preserved in the conclusion.

Just as moving the starting visual layout of Fig. 11 allows one to extract the con-
clusion “If she eats, then she leaves,” Wegener’s map shows why “once the conti-
nents are realigned to their supposed original configuration, geological, paleonto-
logical, and other congruencies appear” (Dove 2013, p. 5). It is the image, not the 
viewer(s), which decides who is right. Indeed, the grounds for Wegener’s conclusion 
can literally be shown, by bringing the continents together all the way. Since this 
slide is not (fully) provided in the image, we could fine-tune our titular claim and 
say that movable images might be arguments. In any event, what matters is that there 
are “before” and “after” states establishing a clear outcome.40

In a genuine visual argument, the qualities of the image are able to repel oppo-
site conclusions. By this standard, a mismatch would have spoken against Wegener’s 
proposed conclusion. Crucially, when Wegener appealed to a diagram for support, 
he took a risk, since the depicted landmasses and body of water wear their combi-
natorial power on their sleeves, so to speak. Claim-making involves responsibility-
taking (see Brandom 1994). We are responsible for what our claims, taken jointly, 
entail. In Western philosophy, this has traditionally been glossed as a linguistic 
activity. However, when humans couch their claims in the right visual medium, they 
give themselves the means to visually justify what they say (Champagne 2016a). 
Anyone—friend or foe—can check whether Wegener’s conclusion really follows, 
by manipulating the image. Interpretation has limits (Eco 1990)—and here the 
diagrammatic properties of the image set that limit.41 Reaching a consensus still 
requires inquiry (and thus effort), but thanks to the image it at least becomes feasi-
ble.42 By contrast, if one is unconvinced that the conclusion “Reject coats of arms” 
follows, toying with the helmet, bride, wild man, and skull will do little to assist 
one. We submit that this actual reliance on visual properties makes the Wegener 
map more deserving of the label “visual argument.”43

39 As Tversky puts it, “maps, like many other kinds of visualizations, distort the ‘truth’ to tell a larger 
truth” (2011, p. 502).
40 It may be that verbal arguments have occupied a prominent place, not so much because “argumenta-
tion is a verbal activity” (Eemeren et al. 2004, p. 2; italics in original), but because argumentation is a 
sequential activity.
41 Some researchers (like Messaris 1997) have suggested that lack of argumentative stringency is what 
makes images so rhetorically effective. That may be. But, if this lack of stringency is so pronounced that 
it opens the door to completely opposite conclusions, then the label “argument” becomes unwarranted.
42 For a discussion of the potential of diagrammatic reasoning in conflict resolution, see Hoffmann 
(2005).
43 Scientific arguments are often complexes of verbal, graphical, tactile, and auditory modalities (Gross 
and Harmon 2013), so there is no need to lay excessive emphasis on the visual at the expense of many 
other facilitators of discovery, synthesis, and analysis. Richard Feynman, for example, famously claimed 
to “listen” to his imagination. For more on the role of sound in formal logic, see Pietarinen (2010) and 
Champagne (2015b). For more on the role of sound in informal logic, see Groarke (2018). For a practi-
cal exploration of gestures and body positions in regimenting elementary argumentative structures, see 
Champagne (2018b).
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One could think that sequential representations of visual material such as comic 
books44 or Orthodox Christian iconography45 are counterexamples to our proposal, 
since those are quite unlike, say, YouTube clips. Naturally, a lot turns on whether 
we are focusing on a page (which is clearly static) or the interpretation of that page 
(which is clearly dynamic). Comic books cease to look like a counterexample once 
we adopt the latter perspective. Of course, a viewer’s gaze and saccades likely also 
browse the visual contents of Dürer’s “Coat of Arms of Death” (Fig. 1) in a non-
static way. That is why we endorse additional criteria. To the extent that the interpre-
tation of a comic book page is constrained by what is actually shown on the sheet, 
and to the extent that the key elements constraining the choice of conclusion are 
visual, and to the extent that the conclusion is (or stands ready to be) made manifest 
by a visual intervention, some comic books could fit our proposal.46

In diagrammatic reasoning, not only are the reasons couched in a visual medium, 
one can respond in kind. Indeed, Figs. 11 to 15 let a rational interpreter signal her 
grasp of the premises’ entailment by providing the conclusion of Fig. 16. Because 
such a concluding visual intervention necessarily comes afterwards, a genuine 
visual argument “cannot happen in an instant, but requires a time,” which “is but 
another way of saying that every thought must be interpreted in another […]” (CP 
5.253). Illation—the distinctive transition from premise(s) to conclusion signaled by 
“Therefore”—thus involves a growth of signs (see Rose 2011). Our positive argu-
ment, then, can be restated as follows (with “p” signaling positive claims):

1. Illation involves a growth of signs.

2p. Moving images grow.

Therefore,

3p. Moving images can express illation.

4. A visual argument must be able to express illation.

Therefore,

5p. Moving images can be visual arguments.

Similarly, our negative argument could be restated as follows (with “n” signaling 
negative claims):

44 For an introduction to the cognition of sequential images, see Cohn (2013). For a comparison of com-
ics, scientific diagrams, and other sequential media, see Almeida (2016).
45 For a discussion of sequential Christian depictions as precursors to modern-day comics, see Alaniz 
(2014, pp. 14-15).
46 It is not necessary to require, atop all this, that a visual argument achieve inferential feats that no 
words ever could. This requirement of non-redundancy (as Grancea 2017 calls it) is too demand-
ing. While some images exhibit unique properties that language cannot match, there is no reason why 
some verbal and visual arguments could not make similar points, in parallel. Even in such a redun-
dant scenario, one can ask whether the visual argument is sustaining the passage from premise(s) to 
conclusion(s) visually. For an illustration of the disappointments that ensue when we insist that images 
must do their argumentative work non-redundantly, see Brody et al. (2000).
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1. Illation involves a growth of signs.

2n. Static images do not grow.

Therefore,

3n. Static images cannot express illation.

4. A visual argument must be able to express illation.

Therefore,

5n. Static images cannot be visual arguments.

In a bid to secure claims 5p and 5n, we have endeavored to justify claims 1 to 
3. Claim 4 has been taken for granted. One might reject it. After all, the problem 
with one horn of our dilemma is that visual arguments risk circularity—yet, circu-
lar arguments remain arguments. Similarly, the problem with the other horn of our 
dilemma is that visual arguments risk being enthymemes—yet, enthymematic argu-
ments also remain arguments. This might not seem problematic. But, if the proper-
ties of visual arguments are such that these kinds of arguments cannot help but be 
circular or enthymematic, with no healthy or complete version possible, then that is 
certainly worthy of note.

One might tweak claim 4 to say that “A good visual argument should be able to 
express illation.” With such a change of wording in place, this article would only 
support a conclusion to the effect that “Static images cannot be good visual argu-
ments.” In the same vein, the ability of moving images to express illation would only 
make them better arguments. One drawback (or boon?) of this weaker line of think-
ing is that it side-steps the ontological question of what visual arguments are. Still, 
acknowledging the expressive disadvantages of static images and the comparative 
advantages of moving ones would betoken considerable progress.

Peirce suggested that, when the inferences that bind premises and conclusions 
leave a visible mark on a sheet of contents, they can give us “a moving picture of 
the action of thought” (MS 296).47 We have only drawn inspiration from this preg-
nant Peircean idea, so “it would be a mistake to identify diagrammatic reasoning 
with reasoning by means of Existential Graphs” (Hoffmann 2011, p. 190; for a simi-
lar warning, see Swedberg 2016, p. 257). A complete extension of diagrammatic 
reasoning to informal visual contexts would thus require further study and adjust-
ments.48 But, hopefully, the foregoing has shown why such study and adjustments 
would be worthwhile.

47 For more on Peirce’s programmatic suggestion that diagrammatic logical notations can capture the 
motion-like activity of thinking, see Pietarinen (2006, pp. 103–180) and Stjernfelt (2007, pp. 89–116).
48 One change that would put the conversation on a firmer footing would be to drop folk semiotic catego-
ries like “textual” and “visual” and instead employ principled distinctions like iconicity, indexicality, and 
symbolicity. A sign-vehicle like “S,” for instance, is both a similarity-based icon of a(ny) serpentine fig-
ure and a conventional symbol invested with a role in a linguistic code. The idea that a sign-vehicle like 
S is intrinsically a letter—which is unquestioned in the folk semiotic text/image distinction—therefore 
occludes more than it reveals.



 M. Champagne, A.-V. Pietarinen 

1 3

4  Conclusion

One can, if one wishes, relax one’s semantics so that visual support for a single 
premise (like photographic evidence in a court case) suffices to characterize a whole 
argument as “visual.” However, it is unclear what is gained by such a move. Accord-
ingly, we have taken visual arguments to mean “arguments in which the propositions 
and their argumentative function are expressed visually” (Alcolea-Banegas 2009, 
p. 261; emphasis added). This is a perfectly sensible definition, but can any image 
actually satisfy it? Here is a summary of what we have said.

We began with a dilemma: if the conclusion is present in the image, then the 
visual argument risks begging the question; but if the conclusion is absent from the 
image, then the visual argument risks supporting any conclusion. Using Peirce’s 
Existential Graphs as our lodestar, we showed how images which move or stand 
ready to be moved can escape this dilemma. Stepwise diagrammatic manipula-
tions can provide both a principled means of visually demarcating conclusions from 
premises and a principled visual explanation of how conclusions can come from 
premises.

To illustrate this, we contrasted major exemplars. Our foil at the static end was 
the “Coat of Arms of Death” by Albrecht Dürer (Fig. 1). This engraving has been 
put forth as a visual argument, but it is unclear how a specific conclusion is to be 
extracted from this image. Context-based verbal glosses can assist one, but the coat 
of arms itself does not have the visual resources to deal with head-on challenges. We 
contrasted this engraving with Alfred Wegener’s map of continental drift (Fig. 18). 
Here, one can point to tangible visual features that indicate a match as opposed to 
a mismatch. Since the conclusion about a single continent is already nested in the 
shorelines, that conclusion can be made explicit, by gradually transforming the start-
ing layout. We argued that such transformations are specific instances of a more 
encompassing phenomenon called diagrammatic reasoning.

Whatever else diagrammatic reasoning is, it is closer to kinaesthetics than to aes-
thetics. Indeed, our Peirce-inspired account requires those who grasp a visual argu-
ment to do something which accords—in a demonstrable and predictable way—with 
the premise-like materials that are shown. Regular interpretation of images by out-
side observers remains possible, even when no transformations are made. But, when 
an interpretation is unconstrained by the visual properties of an image, it is confused 
to think that we are dealing with a visual argument (or, at any rate, a good visual 
argument).

By moving away from a fixation with language, argumentation theory is generally 
heading in the right direction, but it could benefit from a course correction. Static 
picturing of states of affairs may, as Wittgenstein (1974, Sect. 4.01) once claimed, 
be a good way to describe the epistemic work done by propositions. But, if con-
sciousness is an ever-moving stream and if arguments are structured segments of 
that stream, then visual arguments must be processual too.
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DAY SHIFT GOD, NIGHT SHIFT GOD
Marc Champagne

It is usually thought that only one being can be
all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-loving. Challenging
this monotheist conviction, I propose a universe ruled
by two deities: ‘day shift God’ oversees the events
that occur while the sun is up, whereas ‘night shift
God’ oversees the events that occur while the sun is
down. I survey objections to this proposal and
conclude that the real obstacle is not an argument,
but an aesthetic preference.

God is often defined or described as being omniscient
(all-knowing), omnipotent (all-powerful), and omnibenevo-
lent (all-loving). Theists typically hold that only one entity
fits this definition or description. Many deem this to be a
self-evident truth. Indeed, most theists – the ones I know,
at any rate – take it for granted that, once these triune attri-
butes are in place, monotheism follows as a matter of
course. Yet, despite (or perhaps because of) its preva-
lence, this monotheistic conviction is rarely argued for.

I do not want to argue against theism directly. I do want
to argue, though, that the ‘mono’ portion of monotheism
rests on nothing more than an aesthetic preference. In
order to show this, I want to copy/paste the traditional idea
of God so as to obtain two Gods.

Imagine a universe ruled by two deities who fit the standard
description in all respects and who have agreed to a crisp
division of labour. ‘Day shift God’ oversees all the events
that occur while the sun is up, whereas ‘night shift God’
oversees all the events that occur while the sun is down
(since the sun always shines somewhere on our planet, we
can assign a fixed reference point, say, Mecca or Rome).
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This cyclical division results in an exhaustive coverage. If
something happens, it happens either during the night shift
or during the day shift. Time of day thus determines which
of the two Gods will intervene or refrain from intervening.
Apart from their chosen range, the day and night shift Gods
act exactly the same as the monotheistic God.

From our humble human perspective, then, the two sources
of Godly intervention would be indistinguishable. Because the
empirical evidence for God’s existence is underdetermined,
any inference from what we observe to monotheism becomes
inconclusive, leaving room for a ditheist possibility.

It might be thought that the obvious response to this
scenario is that if a God only has power over the day and
not the night, then such a God is not omnipotent, but
perhaps ‘demipotent’. Polytheist models tend to assign dif-
ferent attributes to different gods (duBois 2014), so a
natural reflex is to carry this uneven distribution over to any
polytheist account. However, this is not applicable here,
insofar as the two Gods of my model retain the standard
triune attributes (I am thus using a capital G, as a reminder
of this). Both Gods know what happens during the shift of
their colleague, otherwise they would fail to display the
required omniscience. Likewise, both Gods are equally
suited to act or refrain from acting, thereby preserving their
omnipotence. Finally, given that both Gods are all-loving,
both care about the world and its inhabitants twenty-four
hours a day. So, whenever the God of the day shift per-
forms a certain action, the God of the night shift nods in
agreement, and vice versa.

I am introducing these day and night shifts, not because
I believe in them, but to tease out a strong intuition. Once
this intuition has been brought into the open, we shall be
able to assess its merit and status. Let us therefore ask: is
the ditheistic ‘shift work’ that I have just sketched impos-
sible? Here are three potential responses:

(1) It is possible that the world is governed by two
Gods ranging over day and night, respectively;
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so the idea of there being only one God does
not go without saying.

(2) It is possible that the world is governed by two
Gods ranging over day and night, respectively;
but in the world we live in there is only one God.

(3) It is not possible for the world to be governed
by two Gods ranging over day and night,
respectively.

Response 1 can be considered a concession. Although
polytheist stances have historically been the object of much
bias, an open-minded inquirer can simply embrace my
ditheist account as a genuine theological possibility.

Response 2 counters my scenario with a hefty positive
claim, namely that the world is governed by only one God.
I do not think anyone is in a position to defend this stance,
since most of the traditional arguments for theism can be
recycled to promote a polytheistic account. The argument
from design, for example, can employ the same premises
and entailments to support a conclusion about two
designers. Likewise, biases aside, there is no reason why
cosmological arguments could not accommodate some
kind of causal overdetermination. One can of course fall
back on a sacred text to justify monotheism, but I would
consider that a sign of philosophical failure.

Response 3 is, to my mind, the most interesting. It flatly
denies the possibility that I am trying to evince. What
reasons, then, might one give to support response 3?
Philosophers rarely mobilize their argumentative prowess to
defend a cause that they do not consider a ‘live option’
(in William James’s sense). As a result, one’s pre-reflective
inclinations can set the direction of one’s subsequent argu-
mentation. Yet, in spite of monotheism’s home field advan-
tage, I think that response 1 is a perfectly sensible one.

It may be helpful to review all the theistic commitments
that my scenario keeps intact. Am I suggesting that we live
in a Godless world? Not at all. Am I suggesting that we are
loved by a God, come what may? Yes – in the same
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manner allowed by regular theodicies (in fact, we double
down, since we are constantly loved by two Gods). Can
these Gods do anything? Yes, each God can do whatever
they want – and what they want is to cooperate perfectly in
their shared governance of the world.

Regarding this last point, a proponent of response 3 might
object that, despite the non-overlapping daytime and night-
time shifts, the very existence of another God poses a cap
on each God’s power, thereby contravening the demand for
omnipotence. This is not quite right. The Gods of my model
both have day and night power (in the strict philosophical
potency/act sense), but each chooses actually to deploy
their gifts in a 12-hour period. Hence, despite their freely
chosen domains of action, both Gods are omnipotent – they
only choose to let the other God do what they otherwise
would do (in the same benign way that a monotheistic God
can part seas but need not always do so).

It is tempting to picture power as the occupation of some
expanse or territory. On this picture, if one King-like being
reigns over all the surface area available, then no other
being can gain a foothold. Yet, what is at stake is not a
spatial expanse but a list of powers. If we list all that the
day shift God can do and all that the night shift God can
do, the two columns will be identical.

James Baillie and Jason Hagen nevertheless think it is
obvious that there cannot be two omnipotent beings. They
use an analogy with football to illustrate why:

It is possible (at the time of writing) that Chelsea will
achieve maximum points, winning every game. It is
possible that Liverpool will win every game.
However, it is impossible that both Chelsea and
Liverpool will win every game because they have to
play each other (twice) and, in every possible
outcome of these contests, at least one team will
drop points. Analogously, no two or more beings that
coexist in the same world can be omnipotent. (Baillie
and Hagen 2008: 21–2)
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This analogy begs the question. Indeed, the comparison
with football clubs only works because the authors have
chosen a zero-sum game. If, however, we switch to
another sport, the supposed obviousness of the intuition
breaks down. There is no reason, for example, why two
field athletes could not each put the shot 25 metres exactly.

As tempting as it is to erect systems of beliefs on seem-
ingly obvious truths, the strategy will boost one’s confi-
dence only if one disregards other truths. For instance, one
can justify a monotheist picture by invoking the fact that
only one sports team can win the playoffs. However, one
can also justify a ditheist picture by invoking the fact that it
takes two to tango. Or again, one can say that a circle has
only one centre, but one can also say that a circle has no
privileged point on its circumference. Who is to say that
sport is more important than dance, or that a centre is
more important than a circumference? I see no principled
way to adjudicate such conflicting appeals. They move only
those who already agree.

If supreme greatness is defined as a one-seat position
from the outset, then the philosophically relevant commit-
ments are smuggled – without argumentation – in the very
choice of definition. Figuring what fits or fails to fit with a
definition is not critical work. We should instead ask why
one should accept a given definition. So, while Baillie and
Hagen draw an analogy with a competitive activity, why not
emphasize cooperation? It is customary to assume that,

were there two gods and one of them resolved on a
course of action, the second would be either obliged to
aid him and [sic] thereby demonstrating that he was a
subordinate being and not an all-powerful god, or
would be able to oppose and resist thereby demonstrat-
ing that he was the all-powerful and the first weak and
deficient, not an all-powerful god. (Al-Ghazali 1965: 40)

Yet, we could just as easily claim that, were there two
Gods and one of them resolved on a course of action, the
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second God would resolve on the same course of action,
thereby demonstrating that he was also an all-powerful god.

There is something somewhat macho about forcing the
theological situation into a contest of wills where only one
party can be the victor. One telling symptom of this is the
fact that most conversations foreground omnipotence at the
expense of omniscience and omnibenevolence. Looking at
omniscience, why can’t two beings know all that there is to
know? Knowledge is not a contest or a resource that fills a
receptacle, so it is unclear why one supremely knowledge-
able being should exclude another. Likewise, why can’t two
parents love their child equally? Few monotheists worry
that God will act at variance with his former decisions, so I
do not see why I should worry that the day and night shift
Gods will act at variance with each other’s decisions.

Clearly, ‘[t]he question concerning the possibility of the
existence of two omnipotent beings is crucially dependent
on the adopted characterization of omnipotence’ (De Florio
and Frigerio 2015: 310). Omnipotence is usually thought to
be ‘the power to do anything logically possible’ (it is also
sometimes defined as ‘a power exceeding that of any other
possible being’, but this is clearly question-begging). Is it
possible for the day shift God to disagree with the night
shift God? Yes – if we drop the other attributes. But, given
that the definition of God that interests me also includes
‘all-loving’ and ‘all-knowing’, it is not possible that the two
Gods might disagree. That is why taking on the three attri-
butes matters. I would thus define omnipotence in the trad-
itional way, as ‘the power to do anything logically possible’,
but I would assess this logical possibility alongside other
premises that are relevant. Good logical reasoning is holis-
tic and does not exclude relevant information. Discussions
that treat omnipotence in isolation are thus a non-starter
and will not yield correct conclusions.

If being on the same page about a project is a meta-
physical possibility, surely two omnibenevolent Gods can
realize it, if anyone can. A ditheist-friendly source of inspir-
ation would therefore be the happy marriage, where ‘what
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one wants is never contradicted by the other’s will’ (De
Florio and Frigerio 2015: 317). Since the most philosophic-
ally important decisions are made before arguments are
ever crafted, focusing on the neglected attributes of omnis-
cience and omnibenevolence might undermine monothe-
ism’s monopoly on the mainstream theological imagination.

So far as I can see, the Godly exclusivity at play in the
monotheistic picture is either a matter of necessity, a matter
of empirical fact, a result of parsimony considerations, or a
result of aesthetic considerations. The exclusivity in mono-
theism cannot be a matter of necessity, since necessity
admits of no exceptions and I have put forward a counter-
example. It also cannot be a matter of empirical fact, since
that would require devising some means of settling the
question by observable testing and no such observation or
test exists. The exclusivity might be a result of parsimony
considerations. However, it is unclear why ‘more parsimoni-
ous’ should be equated with ‘more likely to be the case’.
After all, it would be more parsimonious for the human
species to have only one sex, but the fact is that we have
two. I do not see why two omnipotent Gods should feel
bound by parsimony. Even when dealing with natural phe-
nomena, it is hard to find a non-circular argument establish-
ing that simplicity tracks truth. So, in the supernatural
realm, confidence that simplicity is an argumentation-settler
seems to me doubly misplaced.

I submit that, in the final analysis, the real obstacle to my
day and night shift proposal is not an argument, but an aes-
thetic preference: it simply offends a prior sensibility to coun-
tenance two Gods instead of one. However, there is nothing
in this offence that is principled (unless, that is, aestheticians
have somehow devised an algorithmic procedure akin to
formal logic, which they have not). In fact, one could just as
easily insist that a world-view involving two Gods is more
pleasing, since it celebrates a model of cooperation that
monotheist theological accounts do not provide.

My day shift and night shift proposal aims to dislodge,
not just arguments, but pictures, analogies, and intuitions.
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The influence of such cultural schemes on philosophy of
religion (and philosophy generally) cannot, to my mind, be
overstated. In keeping with the Jesuit adage that core
beliefs are all settled before the age of seven, a person
raised on my ditheist model could insist that the throne
atop the theological order must be a two-seater. This
necessity would be taken as self-evident. In fact, since a
tag-team of Gods would mean that humans are under the
protection of twice as much wisdom and care, a convinced
ditheist would find it unthinkable to prefer monotheism.

Culture naturally colours how we regard conflicting
hypotheses, but we should distinguish a prior conviction
from a priori conviction. As a belief, monotheism is not only
widespread, but dearly held. This shared emotional invest-
ment can make monotheism look like an axiom. I have
argued, however, that the familiar attributes of omnipo-
tence, omniscience, and omnibenevolence can all be main-
tained while countenancing two Gods, not one. My
argument does not mean that one must cease being a
monotheist. It does mean, though, that in the absence of
better reasons, commitment to a one-God picture is very
likely a matter of personal taste.

Marc Champagne is Philosophy Instructor, Kwantlen
Polytechnic University, Surrey, BC, Canada.
marc.champagne@kpu.ca
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Preface 

This book will look at how humans use stories to generate 

meaning, so it seems only fitting to start with a story. I first 

heard the name ‘Jordan Peterson’ on March 16, 2017. I can 

pinpoint this exact date because a prominent lecture was held 

at the university where I was teaching. After the lecture, a 

former student asked me what I thought of the lecturer’s 

argument. I had kept mostly silent during the talk, but I 

confessed that I simply could not believe academics were still 

peddling vast utopian schemes. This is as old as Plato, so as a 

professional philosopher I have trained myself in the subtle art 

of shutting up and smiling politely whenever someone 

explains their latest ‘redistribution’ scheme. But after two hours 

of this, my impatience had risked becoming visible. My 

student, who shared my impatience, thus tried to cheer me up 

by telling me about a professor at the University of Toronto 

who was finally standing up before the crashing wave of social 

justice hysteria. My response was: that’s great, but he won’t 

last. Still, my student was mature and not prone to endorsing 

just any figure, so his vote of confidence in Peterson left a mark. 

A few weeks later, when work slowed down a bit, I 

Googled Peterson. I eventually came upon a video of him 

speaking to a class, with his friend Bruce Pardy at his side. 

Peterson was explaining why no one has a right to not be 

offended—or something along those lines. I was impressed by 

what I heard and saw, so I remember telling my partner: 
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‘Hmmm. So far, the UofT prof that my student recommended 

looks legit…’ 

When another window of free time opened, I watched a 

more involved video. I eventually purchased what was at that 

time his only book, Maps of Meaning. The more I studied 

Peterson’s ideas, the more I realized that he was adopting a 

principled stance. I articulate some criticisms of that stance in 

the second part of this book. Still, such disagreements aside, 

here was a thinker who actually had a systematic worldview, 

the lucidity to explain it, and the courage to act on its basis. 

These days, such people are in short supply. 

Because of this rare combination, Peterson has emerged as a 

‘public intellectual’—in the strictest and finest sense of that 

expression. He is public in that he applies his academic training 

to real-life issues that affect people from all walks of life. He is 

an intellectual in that he has earned this wide following the 

hard way, by consistently engaging with real ideas and putting 

forth real arguments. 

The world in which Peterson makes his argumentative 

interventions is an increasingly confused and confusing one. 

Indeed, ‘[p]eople now think nothing of reinventing themselves 

as a particular set of attributes, however absurd, ideally 

demonstrating their status as first class victims of a set of social 

arrangements that have been the reference points for virtually 

all human societies for tens of thousands of years, which they 

claim must therefore be overthrown by next Tuesday’ (O’Hara 

2019, p. 47). In speaking against the foolhardy political 

implementation of some of these trends, Peterson stands before 

his detractors with a fortitude reminiscent of Socrates. 

Interestingly, Peterson’s ideas in psychology help to explain 

his massive appeal. As he writes: ‘The capacity to maintain 

territorial position when challenged is […] indicative of how 

“convinced” a given animal is that it can [should] hold its 

ground […]. This integration constitutes power—charisma, in 

the human realm—made most evident in behavioral display’ 
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(1999, p. 191). The reason why Peterson looks like he believes 

what he says is that he really believes what he says. In fact, 

some have suggested that Peterson’s 12 Rules for Life ‘are, first 

and foremost, directed at himself’ (Day 2018, p. 13; see, for 

example, the remarks about not lying in Peterson 2018a, p. 205). 

This palpable authenticity can be quite attractive. Of course, 

there is no valid inference from the premise ‘A is willing to lose 

his job for the sake of creed B’ to the conclusion ‘Creed B must 

be true/good’. But in ordinary social interactions, we make that 

leap all the time. 

Yet charisma alone cannot explain the remarkable reach that 

Peterson has attained. To my mind, he stands out from regular 

pundits because he complements his critical stance with a 

comprehensive account of what a good life and a good society 

might look like. At the same time, Peterson has sought to 

identify what he sees as the source(s) of evil in this world. His 

tendency is to locate that evil in the individual’s lack of 

responsibility, not in society’s alleged oppression. Indeed, 

Peterson ‘has for the past several years been cajoling his fans to 

stand up instead of stand by’ (Shermer 2018, p. 19). This reso-

nates with a lot of people. Every time a new calamity makes the 

headlines, mainstream commentators and journalists who put 

ideology before truth lose credibility, while Peterson gains a 

bigger audience. 

In the hands of Peterson, though, such knee-jerk indigna-

tion quickly gets converted into something constructive. 

Peterson thinks there are right and wrong answers to moral 

questions, but importantly, he does not think those answers 

can be arrived at by the simplistic power games of group 

identity politics. As a result, many young people are being 

exposed—some for the first time—to the option of thinking 

clearly and taking individual responsibility (instead of emoting 

loudly and making grand excuses). 

One of the things that Peterson’s readers and listeners are 

being exposed to is religion. Peterson is not the only thinker 
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vying to rehabilitate the place of religion in Western society 

(see, for example, Smith 2001), but ‘Peterson’s Christianity […] 

is a Christianity revised for our modern secular age’ (Ashford 

2020, p. 23; emphasis in original). In his writings and lectures, 

Peterson presents an ambitious re-reading of the Bible that 

locates this text in humanity’s evolutionary history, as it were. 

On his telling, the Biblical stories are a collectively authored 

attempt to depict the ideal person. The plots and characters that 

we find in stories are not devices reserved for aesthetic con-

templation. Rather, they play a vital function in guiding the 

lives of goal-directed creatures such as ourselves. Christ, we are 

told, is a figure who embodies the ideal of ‘speaking the truth’ 

(whatever that means). Questions of exegetical accuracy to the 

side, Peterson’s twist is to insist that this ideal was reached not 

by revelation, but by induction: different folks observed the 

conduct of many moral persons, abstracted out the common 

denominator in their actions, and then reified the resultant 

abstraction in a narrative format. Peterson surmises that the 

joint endeavour to construct a ‘Logos’ or leading principle 

predates the Old Testament. The Bible thus offers viable moral 

guidance because it distils a large human sample over a long 

span of time. Peterson blends the ideas of Jean Piaget and Carl 

Jung to elucidate this interplay between personal psychology 

and collective archetypes. 

Peterson’s goal is to unearth reliable interpretative patterns 

that range over all conceivable cases, thereby providing a meta-

solution to whatever problem(s) humans might encounter. 

Even with free will, nature places serious constraints on what 

one can and cannot do (Lawrence and Nohria 2002). The best 

strategy for coping with the ignorance and suffering that result 

from our finite nature is to take personal responsibility for 

one’s hardships and constantly negotiate between sticking with 

one’s beliefs and revising them. This general approach to life, 

Peterson argues, was selected for by Darwinian mechanisms 

and expressed through cultural channels. Stories are meant to 
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give us guidance on how to survive a harsh world and achieve 

balance in our day-to-day lives. 

This sweeping account of the human condition has attracted 

a lot of attention. Every day, magazine articles, videos, blogs, 

and editorials are released that try to assess Peterson’s standing 

as a thinker (for a survey, see Beverley 2018). Such pieces 

basically come in two versions. One version says that because 

Peterson is an original thinker, he should not be dismissed. The 

other version says that because he is not original, he can be 

dismissed. To my mind, these two lines of reasoning are 

misguided, since both are preoccupied with evaluating him—

when what is called for at this juncture is to understand his 

ideas. 

Far from being a liability, I regard this as a straightforward 

demand of academic professionalism. Understanding an 

intellectual contribution takes time and effort, so there is a 

widespread impulse to skip this step. However, the best advice 

when dealing with any topic, especially a topic deemed contro-

versial, is: take a deep breath, read what is actually written 

(hearsay without a demonstrable textual basis will not do), and 

use proven critical-thinking tools. Then, if you want, form an 

assessment. Note the proper sequence: scholarship first, judgment 

after. At the risk of appearing simplistic, I propose to structure 

this book after this exact sequence. 

Jumping right into criticisms is easy, but how do we even 

know a topic is spooky if no peer-reviewed books or articles 

have been published on the subject? Many people have strong 

opinions about Peterson, but few show any demonstrable 

command of his written work. A community of scholars cannot 

reach a justifiable assessment of a stance’s merit—negative or 

positive—if no one ever conducts serious scholarship on that 

stance. The goal of learning is to evaluate ideas, but such an 

evaluation will be mere chutzpah if it is not underwritten by a 

proper understanding (Bloom 1956). At some point, we 

thinkers have to think. 
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It may be hyperbolic to claim that Peterson is ‘saving 

Western civilization’ (Proser 2020) or that an intellectual move-

ment is afoot (Weiss 2018), but there is definitely significant 

pushback. Instead of taking the current groundswell of dissent 

as indicating that certain ideas might be wrong, those in charge 

take it as indicating that ‘another group […] needs to be 

educated in the inevitability of diversity or the economic utility 

of globalisation’ (Stacey 2019, p. 1). Filling the demand for 

different perspectives and honest conversations, platforms such 

as Quillette and The Rubin Report have ‘skyrocketed in popu-

larity’ by discussing ‘topics you would find in a typical 

Peterson lecture’ (Lovins 2018, pp. 7–8). In mainstream venues, 

however, few engage with what Peterson actually says or 

writes. What we find instead is a concerted effort to push 

Peterson outside the Overton window of acceptability by what-

ever means necessary (innuendo, guilt by association, smears, 

etc.). 

Vigorous disagreements are fine, but I don’t like bullies, 

wherever they are found (Shapiro 2013). So while my study of 

Peterson began as a hobby, it gradually climbed up my ladder 

of academic priority, culminating in this book. 

Peterson has nevertheless made it hard for professional 

academics to engage with his ideas. Some obstacles are format 

related. Peterson presents many of his ideas extemporaneously 

in online videos, but this makes those ideas hard to cite and 

trace reliably. I’ve also had to consider secondary sources from 

non-academic venues that I would ordinarily not turn to 

(newspapers, self-published books, etc.). However, some 

obstacles are more substantial. Peterson often describes his 

contribution as a scientific one, but I think this self-description 

obscures more than it reveals, since it conflates two kinds of 

intellectual projects. On the one hand, Peterson has been pub-

lishing a steady stream of peer-reviewed articles in psychology 

journals. These articles, most of which are co-authored, 

typically present quantitative analyses of narrow, technical 
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topics. His most cited paper as a first co-author, for example, is 

about the effects of alcohol intoxication on cognitive functions 

(Peterson et al. 1990). It is doubtful that those drawn to 

Peterson’s ideas regard this empirical study as a life-changing 

masterpiece. On the other hand, when Peterson published 

Maps of Meaning in 1999, he essentially presented a Theory of 

Everything. While Peterson is a respectable academic, his 

credentials (and citation count) were achieved mainly in 

narrow co-authored psychology papers. 

Now, in Peterson’s defence, one could argue that his 

‘detailing and promotion of hero mythology can be thought of 

as the original, romanticized, and richer version of the colder, 

clinical application of exposure-based treatments that are 

derived from cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)—one of the 

most evidence-based psychological treatments that we have for 

a myriad of presenting problems, including depressive, 

anxiety, and addictive disorders’ (Stea 2018, p. 25; see Butler et 

al. 2006). Still, in the relevant fields, such as philosophy, 

Peterson is basically self-taught. 

His allusions to science thus invite serious criticism. As 

many critics have pointed out, Peterson has a tendency to 

repackage pearls of wisdom that already enjoy wide circulation 

in popular culture. His critics (e.g. Robinson 2018) are thus 

dismayed to find an author receiving so much attention and 

praise for enjoining us to tell the truth (Peterson 2018a, pp. 203–

30) and pursue what is meaningful (2018a, pp. 161–201). In the 

eyes of many, expounding such well-worn platitudes does not 

constitute a ground-breaking achievement. 

Is Jordan Peterson an original thinker? Our first reflex upon 

hearing this question should be to ask: original by what 

standard? By taking on the language of science, Peterson has 

taken on the standards of science. Judged by those standards, 

there is some truth to the charge that many of his ideas fail to 

demonstrate much originality. Yet to my mind, the proper 

response is not to exclaim ‘Gotcha!’ and conveniently ignore 
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what Peterson has to say. Instead, the proper response is to call 

into question Peterson’s own way of describing what he does. 

Peterson may insist that he is putting forward scientific work, 

but authors are not always the persons best placed to 

categorize the genre under which their writings fall. 

The moment we let go of the label ‘science’, we lift the over-

bearing expectation of novelty that comes with that activity. 

For instance, if Peterson claims that ‘ideas x, y, and z have 

implicitly guided human actions for as long as humans have 

existed’, is it really a reproach to say that x, y, and z are things 

we already know? Peterson’s account predicts that the deep-

seated myths and moral insights that he discusses will, when 

rendered explicit, seem familiar to us. It cannot be a criticism of 

his account, then, to point out that this prediction bears out. 

What Peterson says indeed sounds familiar, but if we under-

stand Peterson’s main claim, we see that this is not a flaw—it’s 

the point. 

Originality is nice when it can be had. However, there are 

other attributes one can look for in ideas, including clarifica-

tion, edification, systematization, and even inspiration. The 

age-old myths and archetypes that inform our conceptions and 

guide our actions are thus definitely worth discussing, despite 

our prior familiarity with them. In fact, one could argue that 

they merit careful study precisely because they are closely 

wedded to our lives. Sometimes, we must learn something new 

that we do not know. Other times, though, we must learn anew 

something that we already know. If we uncritically demand 

novelty and change from all theories, we risk blinding our-

selves to this genuine intellectual possibility, which I see 

Peterson’s work as exploring. 

Peterson agrees with Friedrich Nietzsche that our civilized 

culture is an outgrowth of our animal nature. As a result, the 

foundations for knowledge and ethics posited by the best 

philosophies are ‘in fact, far less a discovery than a recognition, 

a remembering, a return and a homecoming to a remote, 
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primordial, and inclusive household of the soul, out of which 

those concepts grew originally’ (Nietzsche 1966, p. 27; quoted 

in Peterson 1999, p. 79). Peterson argues that, owing to their 

evolutionary pedigree, many established social practices and 

institutions deserve to be maintained. Now, one may take issue 

with the specific practices and institutions that Peterson singles 

out as worth keeping. However, one cannot define inquiry in a 

way that automatically blames Peterson for failing to be 

reformist (or reformist enough). He is not trying to be. 

Deplorably, the label ‘conservative’ is something one gets 

‘accused’ of these days. Indeed, what Roger Scruton said about 

academia in the 1960s arguably applies today: 

To be a conservative, I was told, was to be on the side of age 

against youth, the past against the future, authority against 

innovation, the ‘structures’ against spontaneity and life. It 

was enough to understand this to recognize that one had no 

choice, as a free-thinking intellectual, save to reject con-

servatism. The choice remaining was […] [d]o we improve 

society bit by bit, or do we rub it out and start again? On the 

whole my contemporaries favoured the second option […]. 

(Scruton 2009, p. 3) 

For reasons that I will explain in the final chapter, I find the 

label ‘conservative’ (and that of ‘liberal’) to be confused and 

unhelpful. Still, it can have a sensible definition, provided we 

keep in mind that ‘[a]s an epistemic stance, all that political 

conservatism claims is that we do not have a predictive science 

of politics on grounds of complexity; and that it is epistemically 

prudential, for a whole tissue of reasons, to preserve the 

existing, albeit flawed, advantages, rather than to instigate a 

wholesale trading in of inherited practices for the completely 

unknown’ (Marsh 2018, pp. 167–68). Formulated this way, 

conservatism cannot be laughed out of court. At the very least, 

if one is going to hold Peterson accountable to standards that 
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privilege novelty and change, one must provide non-circular 

arguments for why those standards are relevant, applicable, or 

worthwhile. 

All too often, critics simply take it for granted that 

demonstrating originality is of paramount importance. 

Scientists are expected to make original contributions, so it 

certainly doesn’t help that Peterson aligns himself with 

scientists. I submit, though, that this entire way of approaching 

his work is unhelpful. He is scientifically informed, yes; but the 

core claims that have won him a wide following are philo-

sophical, not scientific. 

A philosophy is a set of explicit or implicit views about 

what there is (metaphysics), how one knows this (epistemol-

ogy), and what one should do, both as a person (ethics) and as 

a society (politics). Everyone has a philosophy; the only choice 

is whether one adopts it critically or uncritically. Our parents or 

guardians and surrounding culture determine our first philo-

sophical commitments (for better or worse), so to read with an 

open mind is to shop for better and better replacement parts. At 

the moment, those wishing to acquaint themselves with 

Peterson’s philosophy in a written format can turn only to his 

two books, 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos (2018) and 

Maps of Meaning: The Architecture of Belief (1999). 12 Rules is 

meant to be accessible, but the book’s size and many 

digressions make it a poor spokesperson for the claim that 

Peterson’s thinking is systematic. As for Maps of Meaning, one 

must already be convinced that Peterson is worth reading 

before committing oneself to such a hefty and opaque text. 

These obstacles may explain why ‘many of his most ardent 

supporters have not read much, if any, of his published 

material’ (Day 2018, p. 5). There is a pressing need, then, for a 

clear and concise commentary on Peterson’s ideas. Sometimes, 

the best way to learn about someone’s ideas is by reading 

someone else discussing those ideas (getting a fresh perspective 

doesn’t hurt, either). 
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Taken together, Peterson’s academic neglect and wide 

following are ‘proof of how completely at odds institutions of 

higher education have become with their essential purpose, 

and from the young people who seek the education they are 

meant to provide’ (Blackwood 2019). Trying to rectify this, my 

discussion will circle around the themes of myth, meaning, and 

antifragile individualism, which figure prominently in 

Peterson’s books and lectures. I am not concerned with Jordan 

Peterson’s persona or the gossip surrounding him. I am con-

cerned with his ideas. 

I do not aim to change anyone’s mind about anything. My 

hope instead is that this book can serve as a launch pad for 

further academic engagement with Peterson’s work. Still, 

writing about Peterson’s ideas is mission impossible. No author 

—Peterson included—can possibly master all the disciplines 

that he touches upon. So, judged by the standards of the 

specialist, any work covering Peterson’s ideas is bound to have 

flaws, omissions, and shortcomings. Since fallibility is part and 

parcel of the human condition, I do not think one should wait 

for perfection before discussing ideas and arguments. In 

academia as in real life, we have to start somewhere. Also like 

real life, the hard part is to start. 

There is nevertheless a risk of being mistaken and/or mis-

understood, especially when the topic is so new and evolving 

so rapidly. Indeed, a mere three years will have elapsed 

between my first encounter with Peterson’s name and the 

release of this book. I could have stretched the slingshot longer 

—or picked a safer topic, for that matter. But ‘[b]itter divides 

are poisoning our politics’ and ‘[o]pportunities for course-

correction are dwindling’ (Murray 2019). To miss out on the 

issues that Peterson addresses would be to miss one of the 

great debates of our age. 
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