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We must not begin by talking of pure ideas,—vagabond thoughts that
tramp the public roads without any human habitation,—but must begin
with men and their conversation.!

For Charles Peirce, the project of inquiry is a social one. Though inquiry, the
passage from genuine doubt to settled belief, can be described on the
individual level, its significance as a human activity is manifested in
collective action. Peirce carefully described the proper method of inquiry as
the “scientific method” in the 1877-8 Popular Science Monthly article
series.? Carried out by a community of investigators, the conclusion to be
attained, given a sufficient amount of time, is what philosophers have
generally referred to as Truth, its object, Reality. For any individual, Truth
transcends experience and inquiry. But it does not transcend experience and
inquiry altogether: is a fixed limit, an ideal, towards which a properly
functioning community converges.

What, in principle, makes the cohesion of such a community possible?
Why did Peirce believe that convergence towards an ultimate conclusion
was the necessary end of unlimited scientific inquiry? This essay examines
Peirce’s notion of community to answer these questions and suggests that
the presence of genuine doubt not only makes convergence possible, but also
constitutes the starting point for almost all inquiry. The exception is
philosophical inquiry. As Douglas Browning points out in his paper “The
Limits of the Practical in Peirce’s View of Philosophical Inquiry,” Peirce’s
later work describes philosophical inquiry as one type of inquiry where
genuine doubt is commonly not the starting point but rather an intermediate
stage resulting from cultivated doubt. How can Peirce make room for
“cultivated doubt” in philosophical inquiry after he has stressed how crucial
genuine doubt is in providing the objectivity necessary for an eventual
convergence of belief? Taking my cue from Browning’s analysis, I argue
that passages in Peirce’s Popular Science Monthly articles indicate that
Peirce had already begun to shift away from genuine doubt as the necessary
starting point for philosophical inquiry. What is the significance of this shift
for the scientific community’s convergence of opinion? I conclude by
exploring the effects of two plausible interpretations of the shift.
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I. Community
Peirce prefaces his case for science as the best method for fixing belief by
showing why three other popular methods fail. Though I do not intend to
evaluate his arguments against these other methods, they reveal some basic
assumptions Peirce held about human nature. For example, in “The Fixation
of Belief” Peirce argues against the method of tenacity stating that it “will
be unable to hold it’s ground in practice. The social impulse is against it.”*
Peirce believes that, inevitably, the ostrich takes its head out of the sand to
find that others think differently—and just as convincingly—as he. What is
the source of this inevitability? It seems to be evolutionary: “This concep-
tion, that another man’s thought or sentiment may be equivalent to one’s
own, is a distinctly new step, and a highly important one. It arises from an
impulse too strong in man to be suppressed, without danger of destroying the
human species.” Peirce’s judgment appears to stem from the fact that when
we ask “Where do I find myself in relation to others?” we answer that “I am
not now a hermit, nor do I aspire to be.” Accordingly, Peirce’s method is
built upon the assumption that humans are and will continue to be part of a
transactional social and rational order. In contrast to Descartes’ self-
reflective, individualistic inquirer, Peirce’s inquirer operates within a social
world where the need to answer each other’s questions is felt as real. Peirce’s
problem, then, concerns how a variety of individuals can fix their beliefs.
In the series’ third article “The Doctrine of Chances,” Peirce states that
accepting one’s role in a community is to accept the dictates of logic itself:
It seems to me that we [individuals] are driven to this, that logicality
inexorably requires that our interest shall not be limited. We must not stop
atour own fate, but must embrace the whole community. This community,
again, must not be limited, but must extend to all races of beings with
whom we can come into immediate or mediate intellectual relation. It must

reach, however vaguely, beyond this geological epoch, beyond all bounds.
...Logic is rooted in the social principle.

For Peirce, rationality and valuation are not two distinct activities of atomic
individuals but are essentially social ventures which are interlaced. He
writes that ““...when we consider that logic depends on a mere struggle to
escape doubt, which, as it terminates must begin in emotion...why should
we wonder to find social sentiment presupposed in reasoning?’’ Unlike the
mystic or the Cartesian for whom truth is intuited and personal, Peirce’s
community can achieve settled belief only if its method is sufficiently
objective and inclusive:

To satisfy our doubts...it is necessary that a method should be found by
which our beliefs may be caused by nothing human, but by some external
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permanency—by something upon which our thinking has no effect...It
must be something which affects, or might affect, every man. And, though
these affections are necessarily as various as are individual conditions, yet
the method must be such that the ultimate conclusion of every man shall
be the same. Such is the method of science.?

Peirce considered the method of science potentially comprehensive enough
to subsume a diverse range of interpretations, eventually guiding inquirers
to one convergent conclusion. Why did Peirce think that this could be
accomplished? Why would it not be possible for diverse scientific theories,
honestly conducted, to generate final conclusions which were ultimate and
incompatible? In other words, what is it about Peirce’s scientific method
that insures that consensus would eventually be attained?

In part, his answer is that the subject matter itself insures this outcome.
For science must have an underlying faith in the hypothesis

that there are real things, whose characters are entirely independent of our

opinions about them; those realities affect our senses according to regular

laws, and...by taking advantage of the laws or perception, we can ascertain
by reasoning how things really are...’

Science’s faith in an independent world of objects is not groundless,
however. It is supported by common features in our experience: the
irritation of our doubts, the repugnance we feel at two contradictory
propositions, our drive towards belief (and satisfaction), our history of
shared successes. Experience indicates realities currently beyond our full
comprehension, but unlike Kant’s noumena, it is not impossible, in prin-
ciple, to know them. Reality does not transcend science in any absolute
way—itis accessible through ordinary, immediate experience.!? Traditional
arguments often neglect immediate experience because they presuppose a
Cartesian standard which demands that we disqualify some of our deepest
beliefs because they are based on experience which is non-cognitive and
uncertain. Peirce refers to this as “paper doubting.” Paper doubts deny that
experience which is felt can still have logical significance for judgment. As
Idus Murphree noted,

No such unanimity of opinion would be possible without the cultivation of
the same method of inquiry, and the essence of that method is the
invocation of one kind of evidence, the sensible evidence which follows
upon experimental action.!!

In a phrase, “Reality is recalcitrant.” We may construct all the elaborate
theories we desire but we will still be “awakened from our pleasing dreams
by rough facts.” The effect of experience’s authority is mainly negative or
limiting. Peirce writes, “All thatexperiment cando is to tell us when we have
surmised wrong. The right surmise is left for us to produce.”’? There is a
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basic test for any theory: does it fit with the impinging evidence of
experience? And this question must be answered by an even more funda-
mental one: does the inquirer experience the unease of doubt?

Without entertaining paper doubts, one may still question the assump-
tions making convergence possible for Peirce’s community of investigators.
For example, Peirce assumes that the members of the community would
want and be able to subordinate their egos (i.e., private gain) to a common
goal. This seems implicit in Peirce’s claim that humans possess an insup-
pressible impulse toward sociability: a kind of evolutionary logic, mani-
fested as an impulse, will eventually subordinate humanity’s irrational and
egotistical desires to the non-partisan promotion of inquiry. If Peirce meant
this to be an assertion about human nature, then much more evidence is
needed (if a definite answer is even possible). However, in Peirce’s defense,
it is also reasonable to interpret him as offering this more as a hope about
human nature than as a fact. Seen this way, the method he offered would
complement that hope, and both would be instrumental to a final consensus.
(For eventual consensus is certainly not aided by the assumption that the
social impulse is going to deteriorate.)

Perhaps a more serious objection to the possibility of a Peircean
community pertains to the objectivity with which inquirers could make
observations. Arguing for his method, Peirce writes that a man should
“consider that, after all, he wishes his opinion to coincide with the fact... To
bring about this effect is the prerogative of the method of science.”"* But why
did Peirce assume that “the facts” of observation could be observed
objectively enough to avoid, in the long run, the construction of deeply
incompatible—because egoistic—scientific theories?

There are two concerns here. First, an observation may be distorted by
the particularity of the observer’s sensations. Peirce has already answered
this: laws of perception, constructed by extensive correlation, will eventu-
ally be able to eliminate this distortion.!* Second, observations may be
filtered through the rose-colored glasses of one’s theories: unconsciously
the data observed would either be fit into one’s theory or selectively
neglected.!® In some instances, a hypothesis would only seek out certain
(supportive) kinds of observation.'® The motivation to bias data with theory
can stem from either egoistic or communal feelings; if egoistic, there would
seem to be no methodological reason to expect that the scientific community
could, by itself, prevent a divergence of truths about the world.

Peirce was aware that science could promulgate this kind of theoretical
solipsism. His reply was that the community could only guard against this
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if each inquirer would “be at all times ready to dump his whole cartload of
beliefs, the moment experience is set against them”.!” He cannot have “any
such immovable beliefs to which he regards himself as religiously bound to
be loyal”.!® By inculcating in himself an almost Pyrrhonian caution against
dogmatism, the inquirer could insure that he “coincide with the fact” of
experience. In other words, if the inquirer could commit to developing the
virtue of “open-mindedness,” scientific inquiry itself could be self-regula-
tive at a meta-theoretical level."

Il. Genuine Doubt

We have seen that a Peircean pursuit of truth involves two kinds of
assumptions about the scientific community of investigators. First, their
cooperation in inquiry will be aided, if not guaranteed, by a “social impulse”
to strive for truth and “coincide with fact.” Second, compromises will be
encouraged by investigators’ recognition that the recalcitrance found is a
generic feature of all their experiences. Unlike spurious metaphysicians
who manufacture consistent conclusions from premises unchecked by
experiment, scientists correct and confirm hypotheses by carefully consid-
ering and arranging future experience. Their stance is fundamentally prac-
tical rather than reflective or contemplative. This practical stance is pre-
served over time by the persistent recurrence of genuine doubt.

The presence of genuine doubt is the experiential alarm signaling the
need for arevision of one’s hypotheses. This state of unease, from which the
inquirer struggles to free himself, is also the basis for the more foundational
hypothesis that there is one reality toward which scientific investigators
strive:

The feeling which gives rise to any method of fixing belief is a dissatisfac-

tion at two repugnant propositions. But here already is a vague concession
that there is some one thing to which a proposition should conform.?
So, convergence toward one reality seems to be an underlying implication
of genuine doubt. But Peirce is ambiguous about the hallmark of genuine
doubt. Some writings imply that the externality of surprise is the distinctive
mark:
It is important for the reader to satisfy himself that genuine doubt always
has an external origin, usually from surprise; and that it is as impossible for
a man to create in himself a genuine doubt by such an act of the will as
would suffice to imagine the condition of a mathematical theorem, as it
would be for him to give himself a genuine surprise by a simple act of the
will. 2!
Other writings stress novelty as the distinctive mark:
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A proposition that could be doubted at will is certainly not believed. For
belief, while it lasts, is a strong habit, and as such, forces the man to believe
until some surprise breaks up the habit. The breaking of a belief can only
be due to some novel experience, whether external or internal.??
Regardless of which condition is emphasized, it is clear that Peirce believed
genuine doubt to be an irreducible and unmistakable species of experience.
Similarly, Peirce believed that an experiential context for genuine doubt
must also be accepted as given:
It is implied, for instance, that there are such states of mind as doubt and
belief—that a passage from one to the other is possible, the object of
thought remaining the same, and that this transition is subject to some rules
which all minds alike are bound by. As these are facts which we must
already know before we can have any clear conception of reasoning at all,

itcannot be supposed to be any longer of much interest to inquire into their
truth or falsity.?

It is important to note that Peirce thought these states of mind and their
interrelations are, though foundational, not “intuited” as indubitable in
anything like a Cartesian fashion. Nothing is. These states are simply ones
which we find ourselves unable to doubt. Yet the logical contingency of this
starting point in no way disqualifies its adequacy for knowledge. In “Some
Consequences of Four Incapacities” Peirce wrote,

We cannot begin with complete doubt. We must begin with all the
prejudices which we actually have when we enter upon the study of
philosophy...A person may, it is true, in the course of his studies, find
reason to doubt what he began by believing; but in that case he doubts
because he has a positive reason for it, and not on account of the Cartesian
maxim. Let us not pretend to doubt in philosophy what we do not doubt in
our hearts.?

Ill. Philosophical Inquiry
Thus some of Peirce’s statements imply that the inquirer, be he scientific or
philosophic, must wait for experience to force upon him a “real and living”
doubt in order for inquiry to proceed, and it would seem that other kinds of
doubting are spurious, leading only to thought “deeply imbued with that bad
logical quality to which the epithet metaphysical is commonly applied....”?
However, other statements by Peirce imply that this portrait of the inquirer
is far too passive. After all, how quickly could science progress if inquirers
merely waited for experience to present them with genuine doubts? As
Browning’s paper makes clear, Peirce’s later writings describe a starting
point for philosophical inquiry which actively cultivates genuine doubt.
Cultivated genuine doubt? Is that possible? How could such doubt retain the
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corrective influence that fortuitous genuine doubt (produced by “rough
facts”) was claimed to have?

In answering these questions, it is helpful to look again at the early 1878
papers for roots of this later view. That genuine doubt was not the only
possible starting point for philosophical inquiry is already evident in
“Fixation of Belief.” Peirce wrote,

The irritation of doubt is the only immediate motive for the struggle to

attain belief. It is certainly best for us that our beliefs should be such as may

truly guide our actions so as to satisfy our desires; and this reflection will
make us reject any belief which does not seem to have been so formed as

to insure this result. But it will only do so by creating a doubt in the place

of that belief. With the doubt, therefore, the struggle begins, and with the

cessation of doubt it ends. Hence, the sole object of inquiry is the

settlement of opinion.?

This passage affirms that doubt’s irritation is the only immediate motive for
inquiry, yet it also describes a preparatory reflective process preceding
doubt. This is puzzling. Peirce seems to be saying that reflections about
fallible beliefs may actively create that doubt which will lead to a more
satisfactory belief (i.e., one more likely to fulfill desire).?” But how can
reflection, on Peirce’s account, be “creating” a genuine doubt? After all, the
reflection itself has no external origin nor is it surprising or novel. In these
respects it resembles Cartesian doubt.?® Of course, the reflection Peirce is
speaking about comes not ex nihilo, the product of Cartesian whimsy; there
must be something in one’s data which compels that particular reflective
activity. What is questionable here is whether or not the process of reflection
can create the surprise, the irritation, the novel experience of a genuine
doubt.

Idonot think Peirce wanted to imply that reflection could create genuine
doubt, and I suggest that his use of the word “create” was imprecise. For if
reflective activity could create the conditions for genuine doubt, a natural
check on speculation might diminish over time, with the possible end result
being a divergence, not convergence, of inquiry. (In other words, scientific
theories might come to a point where their formulation relied so heavily on
these doubt-creating procedures that the natural check provided by fortu-
itous genuine doubt would be disproportionately subordinated.) Instead, it
is more likely that the process of reflection can help us to recognize those
genuine doubts we presently have. To this end, reflection helps us by
preparing the ground for genuine doubt, much as musement does. Musement,
which Peirce later called the “systematic business” of the critical common-
sensist,” is foreshadowed as a “feigned hesitancy” in the earlier “How to
Make Our Ideas Clear.” There Peirce writes
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Most frequently doubts arise from some indecision, however momentary,
in our action. Sometimes it is not so. .. Feigned hesitancy, whether feigned
for mere amusement or with a lofty purpose, plays a great part in the
production of scientific inquiry. However the doubt may originate, it
stimulates the mind to an activity which may be slight or energetic. . .until
at last, when all is over...we find ourselves decided as to how we should
act under such circumstances as those which occasioned our hesitation. In
other words we have attained belief.*
As Browning notes, Peirce was to move resolutely away from the 1878
notion of genuine doubt when considering the starting point of philosophical
inquiry. Peirce’s confidence came to rest upon the “systematic business” of
traditional philosophical inquiry which utilizes logical analysis and imagi-
native experimentation almost exclusively. By 1905, Browning writes,
Peirce recognized a form of philosophically significant inquiry which did
not have a starting point of genuine doubt...The preferred form of
philosophical investigation is not that which is left to the vagaries of
circumstance, to the fortuitous occurrence of genuine doubt, but it is that
which serves both to lead towards and encourage genuine doubt and to
proceed, once such doubt has been so brought about, to its destruction by
belief. But on this view the starting point of philosophical investigation is
no longer genuine doubt, which now occupies a middle point in the
investigation, but something quite different. This new starting point,
though not adumbrated in any detail by Peirce, appears to consist in or be
instituted by a sort of voluntary act in which one “sets himself” to reflect
upon and examine certain of his beliefs.?!

Browning’s characterization of philosophical inquiry’s intentionally am-
bivalent starting point is one I agree with wholeheartedly. I would comment,
however, that passages from 1878 quoted above indicate that this intentional
ambivalence was already present, albeit in germinal form, in that series.
There, the starting point of philosophical inquiry is described much in the
same way as the unpublished 1905 remarks: the “feigned hesitancy” and
doubt-creating reflection of 1878 are the precursors of the “logical analysis”
and “experimenting in imagination” of 1905. All work by encouraging the
reconsideration of one’s general premises via genuine doubt, though in none
of them, as Browning points out, is it clear why genuine doubt is indispens-
able for philosophical inquiry.

Returning to this essay’s initial query about why Peirce believed
scientific inquiry would converge, I think it is clear that Peirce thought that
there was a basic social impulse in humans (and therefore in scientists) for
cooperation and corroboration. At a deeper level he explained that the
convergence of opinion may also be promoted—though not guaranteed—
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by genuine doubt’s generic presence in experience. When Peirce elaborated
his account of the starting point of philosophical inquiry, he shifted away
from the idea that genuine doubt must come to be on its own terms and
allowed thatreflection could aid in the creation of genuine doubt. I have tried
to cast light upon an interesting issue raised by this shift: does an inquirer’s
reflection only elicit the genuine doubt necessary for inquiry, or can
reflection actually create it? I have argued that the latter interpretation of
reflection’s capabilities poses a threat to the eventual convergence of
inquiry. For if individuals can create or manipulate genuine doubt (in the
service, say, of a pet theory), the temptation to do so might become chronic;
manipulated doubt might eventually rival the presence of naturally occur-
ring doubt. Hyperbolic skepticism need not be the inevitable result, but I
suspect that conjectures would become increasingly subjective, speculative,
and resistant to regulative checks—all anathema to future convergence.
Such misuse of “created” doubt is by no means necessary or inevitable. But
since human beings often exhibit a tendency to withdraw from active social
lives into spheres that are at once highly personal and aesthetic, it seems
worthwhile to point out some plausible consequences for the communal
aspects of inquiry.*? If, on the other hand, Peirce is interpreted to mean that
an inquirer can only use reflection to elicit or make conscious those doubts
that may be implied by his experience, then progress toward a final
convergence would remain unimpeded.
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