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If we had to name anything which is the life ofslgm, we should have to say that it was
its use. Ludwig Wittgenstein

Every symbol is a living thing in a very strict serthat is no mere figure of speech. The
body of the symbol changes slowly, but its meaimiegtably grows, incorporates new
elements and throws off old onéSharles S. Peirce

When Peirce defines a sign as representing an btiean interpretant, he is describing
a social process occurring in time. That processh®re the sign lives, and the life of the
sign is no metaphorEugene Halton

1. Introduction

In the final years of his life Arnold Sheppersomée to take significant steps towards
applying to his own field of cultural studies sooféhe boldest, most advanced, and
most pregnant ideas of Charles Sanders Peirceqpnoedpursg, the logician and
scientist who has been called “the most originefsatile, and comprehensive” intellect
that America has yet produced. Seeing a uniques\aata power in Peirce’s thought and
method for inquiry generally, Shepperson begamrrdatovely apply Peircean pragmatism
to especially the interdisciplinary aspects of wdt studies.

The truly ground breaking work of Peirce, the diszrer-inventor of both philosophical
pragmatism and modern semiotic, remains for thet s unknown, at least in the
sense in which Peirce conceivel the consequence is that his philosophy has ttl li
or no significant impact on many of the disciplimesvhich it might have proved most
beneficial, including journalism, media, and commeation studies (JMC). Besides its
intrinsic difficulty, a likely reason for this negjgt is that Peirce’s highly original and
breathtakingly comprehensive scientific work iseoftonfused with other theories
having very different emphases. For example, tagmpatism which he introduced is
often conflated with such ‘classic’ psychologicablanstrumental transmutations of it as
are represented by William James and John Dewggcéasely. In addition, it is not
infrequently interpreted (I should say, misintetpth as equivalent to certain selective
and partial uses of it, for example in the worklofgen Habermas or that of Umberto
Eco. Finally pragmatism has even been conflated sduth distortions of it as one finds

! peirce introduced the tenpmagmaticisma word he thought “ugly enough to be safe frodnppers,” to
distinguish his original conception from the sevVether “pragmatisms” which were appearing in thie |
19" and early 28 centuries. (Note that in this artiqeeagmatismwill refer to Peirce’s original conception
exclusively; | find his neologism as ugly as heagmed it to be.)



in the work of Jacques Derrida or with that patacly virulent strain of veritable anti-
pragmatism represented by the late Richard Rowyitngs.

Similarly, semiotic has at least until recentlyded to be associated with the dyadic
semiology deriving from the strictly linguistic dpses of Ferdinand de Saussure.
Shepperson, seeing the unique value of Peirceéngaby radically different triadic
semeiotié—which sign theoryotincidentally culminates in a theory of inquiry—fud

it a stimulus to his own research, suggesting ptssipproaches to overcoming the
cultural nominalism and relativism which have cegbsomething of an intellectual
impasse in any number of disciplines and intergistary pursuits. Indeed, he saw
pragmatism and semeiotic as having the potentiebitdribute mightily to the resolution
of some of the “wicked problems” in these discipbrand domains. While there has
recently been no scarcity of thinkers applying stelé principles of semeiotic and
pragmatism to various disciplines and associatstititions operating in the real wot|d
what seems especially important in Shepperson’& vgahat he initiates, within a broad
interdisciplinary inquiry, a consideration of thgpéication of many of the principal
threads of Peirce’s vast architectonic philosophyways which go beyond the theory
itself, boldly and creatively moving in the direanti of their possible practical application.

Peirce once commented that inquiry principally anse itself “with conjectures, which
are either getting framed or getting tested” (CE84’). In this short article | can only
hint at how Shepperson began to frame—relativaitini@l and JMC studies—some of
the most important interdisciplinary methodologicahjectures and hypotheses
following from the furthest and richest implicat®to be drawn from Peirce’s work,
especially his theory of inquiry. | will first disss why | believe Peirce became such a
decisive influence on Shepperson. I'll then briegfmment on the definitively pragmatic
thrust of Shepperson’s mature work, focusing myhyamaon arguably his most Peircean
paper, “Realism, Logic, and Social CommunicationSCPeirce’s Classification of
Science in Communication Studies and Journalismbr@viated RLS€below), which
takes up, to some extent, nearly all the signitithemes of semeiotic and pragmatism
which might conceivably be applied to cultural sasdand JMC. Shepperson’s almost all
too rich paper will, | believe, some day be seesasinal work in what | am beginning

2 Many semioticians have taken to using a spellieigde himself often used, semeiotic, to distingih
triadic theory of signs from other sign theoriasd & will do so from here on.

% For example, aspects of Peirce’s original worgriaphical logic, including John Sowa’s morphing of
Peirce’s existential graphs (EGs) of logical reas into conceptual graphs (CGs) suitable for nsmur
computational and internet era, have found a cleplisae in certain knowledge representation (KR)
communities.

In mathematics Rudolf Wille has developed thadattheory, which Peirce invented, to become
what is today called Formal Concept Analysis (FAA)s important to remark in this connection thatre
is a principle of continuity involved in Peirce’schitectonic such that there is no idea of an elytir
independent field or discipline. Thus, such an eisay mathematical theory as the just mention€hF
for ordering relationsn lattices is reflected in pragmatism in its n@etblogical requirement that theory be
connected to practice, that is,dractical consequences
* CP refers to th€ollected Papersf Peirce, the present reference being to Volunfeatagraph 234.
® All quotations in this article are from RLSC urgestherwise noted. The full text of the paper can b
found atArisbe http://www.cspeirce.com/menu/library/aboutcspfgierson/jmc-arisbe.htm



to think of as a potentially new disciplireyltural pragmaticisma field for which
Shepperson had just begun to lay the groundwork.

2. Making Peirce Pragmatic®

| first became acquainted with Arnold Sheppersoeice-I, an exceedingly lively
electronic forum created by the noted Peirce schdtseph Ransdell, in conjunction
with his developingirisbe as an electronic “gateway” to all things PeircéenArnold
suggested in a footnote in RLSC, the dynamic, deatiog and deeply interdisciplinary
give and take of Peirce-l conversations can fatdiones quickly gaining clarity on even
the subtler aspects of semeiotic and pragmatissenéial for Shepperson as he began to
relate these to issues in cultural studies. Foligve number of exchanges on and off the
forum, after several months | was delighted to irecdrafts of some of Arnold’s papers.

| soon began to see that not only had he grasmechther neglected social thrust of
Peirce’s rich architectonic philosophy, but he Wwaginning to apply his understanding
in creative ways to the possible resolution ofaertifficult issues in interdisciplinary
research within his field.

Peirce’s eminently scientific wofks not intended merely to, say, expand and deapen
person’s intellectual understanding of sign relaicOr rather, while his theory most
certainly preeminently concerns itself with theskations and their possible evolution, it
is a core principle of semeiotic that semiosisr(|gtion) is diving processwvhether one

is considering certain signs of biological evolutiar, say, the signs and symbols of the
development of a potent idea, or even signs ofthesth of an organization or
institution. The crucial point is, as Peirce suctiynput it, “signs grow.” Thus at the heart
of pragmatism—as the very name might suggest—tbeaaeoncern that inquiry be
directed to the reality of changing relations gmethaps most especially, the possibility
of the evolution in the future of such complex audtle relations as those encountered in
interdisciplinary cultural studies.

One of the challenges for Shepperson’s projedtas tvhile frequently invoked, Peirce
has been severely neglected to the extent thamdse original and promising
components of his work are not yet well understibticey are known at all. Very few
have read—Iet alone studied—the work of the intéNehom Ernest Nagel called “the
most original, versatile, and comprehensive phipbscal mind that the United States has
ever produced.” When he is known at all it is usyi@nd rather vaguely, as the founder
of philosophical pragmatism. Yet, even within acade although not infrequently
characterized as a towering figure in Americangguphy, for a number of reasons
Peirce has been fairly fully marginalized, so maolthat Shepperson commented in the

® This was a title Aldo de Moor suggested for a athared paper which we eventually published as
“Towards a Pragmatic Web” and in which we initiakegroject intended to apply pragmatism in suppbrt
the social dimension of the developing Semantic Wiglaking Peirce Pragmatic” seems quite apt fos thi
section of the article.

" “His output includes major writings on mathematicetaphysics, geodesy, astronomy, economics,
phenomenology, and logic; he also produced .levamt work in physics, metrology, engineering,
cartography, and lexicography, amongst other.” A. S



“Logic of Hazard” that Peirce’sékclusion from the mainstream of American academic
history may be one of the great scandals of thatiet century.”

It has been argued that misconceptions concerhimgxact nature of Peirce’s thought
came about because in the early 1900’s severakintial logicians, theoreticians, and
philosophers, whose work was to some extent infladrby him, tended to be what the
novelist and essayist Walker Percy called “thieveBeirce,” lifting what they wanted
(typically with little or no credit given to him)na “leaving the rest.” However, even
more damaging is that those who lifted “this ort’ttim Peirce’s work almost
invariably distorted his original concepts and tties. The result has been that his
pointedly scientific philosophy has only rarely hedearly comprehended and, even
then, only in piecemeal fashion. The consequentei®heglect is that precisely those
facets of his work which might be of the greatestriest and potential value to, for
example, the readership of this journal—notablytheory of inquiry as it relates to
interdisciplinary studies—have been almost entirghored in the literature. In my view,
were it not for the project which Shepperson begfaose disciplines and
interdisciplinary fields which might most benefibin a thorough study of Peirce’s
philosophy—his ground-breaking theory of inquirgtatectonic classification of the
sciences, profound analysis of the nominalism-sealjuestion, and his potentially
revolutionary development of logic as semeiotic—igduave a considerably diminished
chance of ever even coming upon authentic pragmatis

3. Society, Reality, and Cultural Pragmatism

In RLSC Shepperson argues that IMC properly inguire® forms of social conduct
coming out ofvague assumptiorend claims about “the quality of the human coodifi
the sense that certain things are, for examplghtti‘fair’, or ‘true’. At the same time it
is obvious that researchers in institutions, suchraversities, as well as practitioners, for
example, journalists, will themselves express mades®nduct following from their own
vague ethical assumptions. Peirce considered timaié goal of pragmatism to be the
modification of conduct, the central idea being thaough self- and hetero-criticism
communities could more and more find agreeablesgpainciples, and practices for
catalyzing their evolution. He called this kindsaicial collaboration in inquiry “critical
commonsensism” since it valorizes “the social ctiaraof theoretical knowledge in a
community of investigators” (Helmut Pape).

For Shepperson, academic and professional IMQotlrees are essentially engaged in
the study of contemporary societies such that “ene@dd journalism are strictly
understandable only within the ambit of the modsyaial realm.” It is the nature of such
inquiry that it is always experimental, always exgetial and in flux. And while he does
not claim a unique JMC ethic, he does argue thaédicedisciplines have the potential for
contributing something of unique value in helpingietermine what the general ethic of
a society is and, perhaps biscoming This follows from his understanding JMC studies
as involvingnormativeaspects in Peirce’s sense of their inquiring irde lve act, react,

8 John Sowa, for example, in considering the worBerftrand Russell and several other influentialyear
20" century logicians, has argued along these lines.



and interact with the world. The further developtn&insuch normatively informed
disciplines and sciences, especially in their gisaiplinary relations, could help
stimulate societies toward a greater understanafitigeir ethical presuppositions,
perhaps spurring them on to consider what ougbotstitute their own culturgummum
bonum This is conceivable because “every developed nmoslciety is a more or less
successful experiment that tests some assertediegi®, of a very general nature, about
how human society ought to work.” Shepperson imagjithat journalism, the media, and
communication studies generally had an importaletteplay in bringing to critical
awareness “how human society ought to work,” eglgcshould these disciplines be
able to shed the nearly pervasive nominalism aladivesm which up until now have
prevented such self-awareness and self-criticistnroing at the levels and in the ways
needed.

In a review ofThe Essential Peirc&Shepperson comments that it is important in &ibyu
all fields to finally come to grips with Peirce’sriderlying claim that we can only
understand the Universe insofar as the Univerblkdsus, who are (body and mind) in it
and not apart from it . . . [but that unfortunajehere is a tendency towards radical
nominalism that underpins the entire tradition afd@rnity, whether philosophical,
social, political, or cultural.” Nominalism has dovated the intellectual landscader so
long that such vague ethical assumptions as mesttiabove appear to many to be “mere
words” rather than, as Peirce thought of thiwing realitiesandreal powersto

influence individuals and societies in ways whicigim help bring about significant
positive change. In this “age of rampant cultuedativism and anti-intellectualism” it
was Shepperson’s hope that the introduction ofrpedig realism into cultural studies
and JMC practice might have a far-reaching and fi@akinfluence.

[Peirce’s] real influence is yet to be felt, and ether this develops directly from his
actual philosophy, or in response to it, is an opelstion. [His] greatest value in either
case lies in his trenchant and logically thorougimgprealism, whether in the areas of
phenomenology, ethics, logic, metaphysics, or @mistogy.

Assuming for a moment that there is a real metragioal value in pragmatism, the
guestion remains as to how it is to be developeadimwdMC Inquiry. We now turn to this
difficult question the answer to which—if it is ev® be answered at all—will ultimately
have to come from those who are actively and arelgtinvolved in cultural studies and
JMC disciplines.

4. Peircean Theory of Inquiry for IMC

It is one of the principal tenets of RLSC that thiexra growing need “to begin to
reconceptualize important interdisciplinary relasbips” within JIMC in the interest of
catalyzing fresh approaches to, for example, cdissplinary research in these fields.
Shepperson argues that Peirce’s architectdagsification of the sciencean provide
the basis for “a possible presuppositional classiion of media and journalism inquiry.”

° For example, nominalism is represented in philbgdpy the empty analytical tradition on the onedan
and by, ultimately, equally empty hermeneutic ptmeenology on the other.



While he did not claim to have arrived at the finissificatory schenid | believe that
his approach nevertheless warrants serious coasinieas representing “a genuine
option for bringing the practices of JIMC to beartba global dimension of the human
condition,” a decidedly worthy—if ambitious—project

In line with Claude Shannon’s notion of the mediaahannel for the delivery of
messages, Shepperson argues that the focus of stedias should be on the media “as
the means of distribution of messages, and nohemessages themselves.” Exactly
parallel to this, and following from Peirce’s defian of a sign as standing between some
object and an interpretant of it, Shepperson hitldsthe media are “nethat they
transport but the techniques thatake such transport possiblét one end of this
process is the producer of the message, whilesatttier end is the consumer as
interpreter of that message. In this model the metéind exactly between the producer
(say of journalistic reports) and the consumer (daaler or viewer of such reports). This
essentially triadic structure follows from Peirceisight that the sign process invariably
involvesgenuine trichotomic relation§ that there will always be a medium, always a
‘between’, and that while the other two componemesclearly essential and of no less
significance, the semiosis itseltke life of the sigr-requires the third, requires the
medium. How this bears on the question at handbeitiome clearer, | hope, in briefly
considering Peirce’s theory of inquiry in relatimnJMC.

Peirce conceived inquiry as a process involvingdlstages, the first being what he
termedabduction that is, the forming of a testable hypothesis;gacond, thdeduction

of the implications of the chosen hypothesis fagiole testing; and the thirthduction
being the actual testing of the hypothesis to seehtat extent it actually conforms to the
reality of the matter being investigated, this |alsase of the inquiry requiring the
sampling of a population. Shepperson argued styahgt the kind of sampling
appropriate to most JMC inquiry is a little undecst varietynotrelying on statistical
probabilities. This alternative approach is necgssacause “the persons, collections and

19 Although the present article does not take acaliitance in regard to RLSC, it must nonetheless b
remarked that, while it is certainly true that ti@mative sciences provide principles for thoseaeshes
which follow them in Peirce’s architectonic clagsition, Shepperson’s characterization of JIMC
disciplines as ‘normative’ is probably best inteed as referring to the influence upon them ofdeés
three strictly theoretical normative sciences (rniggrtbeoretical aesthetics and ethics, and logic as
semeiotic). Peirce remarks that “there are practiciances of reasoning and investigation, of tiredeict
of life, and of the production of works of art [thaorrespond to the Normative Sciences, and may be
probably expected to receive aid from them” (CR25)1

Somewhat more problematic is Shepperson’s divisfalMC disciplines into Peirce’s trichotomy
of ‘descriptive’, ‘classificatory’, and ‘nomonologal’ (i.e., expressing laws). In Peirce’s classifion these
refer essentially to the “special” physical andgisgal sciences, while in my view JMC disciplings a
more properly placed within Peirce’s schema asciical” sciences, or perhaps somewhere between the
special and the practical sciences. Still Sheppeissandoubtedly correct in seeing that theredsep
interpenetration of the characters of the variaasithes of science. Peirce comments: “[Most impbfta
are the dynamical relations between the differei@ees, by which | mean that one . . . may stitsula
another by demanding the solution of some problarthis way, the practical sciences incessantly@uyg
researches into theory” (CP 7.52).
1 The thrust of my own recent workikonic, is the development of trichotomiategory theoryso
pervasive and potent in Peirce’s philosophy thawae that a fully developed science of trichotomi
would constitute “one of the births of time” (CF3%4).



institutions that make up the social realm do motstitute a collection that can be validly
sampled statistically.” In this model JMC inquisynot essentially concerned with
collections whose members cangresently countee.g., a census), nor even those
which form apartial ordering(e.g., the generations of a given society). Ratieholds
that, as JMC concerns itself with ever-changingutatons tending towards the futdfe

it ought sampl@otentialpopulations, what Peirce callabnumerableollections(as
opposed to the denumerable and enumerable coltegtist mentioned parenthetically
above). Shepperson noted that since the very dubpter of JIMC studies, the social
realm, is itself an abnumerable collection, statdtsampling could result in distortions,
kinds of ‘freezing’ of the characters of what assentially ever-changing, perhaps
evolving populations. Furthermore, potential attilens involve what Peirce refers to as
would-bes or that which would occur if certain conditionene brought about (for
example, if all young people in a given society@vprovided internet access) and this
too relates to the ethics involved in JIMC inquinggractice.

This emphasis on potential populations does noy tieatt in specific contexts and under
certain conditions that statistical sampling istésirable in IMC research. But
Shepperson’s argument strongly implies that, whasiclering the social realm, it is not
possible to “draw necessary conclusions about tinegim future.” All researchers can do
is to “continually test our hypotheses against elpee, correcting as we learn from the
errors that this experience reveals.” It was Sheggres hope that IMC inquiry could
develop exemplary methods and techniques for sagplbnumerable collections so that
its findings would tend “over the long run to apyiroate to true assertions about social
and human reality.”

5. Conclusion and Prospect

Shepperson’s work is especially challenging in tietvas not only introducing Peirce’s
complex and difficult logic as semeiotic (with gecasionally daunting terminology) to
an audience unlikely to be familiar with it, butyoad this, and in ways which seem to
me to have previously never been so broadly attedypd extrapolate these ideas to
possible modifications of practice within commuesti Yet despite these challenges,
RLSC appears to me to be an excellent place tbfetasinyone who might want to
further consider Shepperson’s pragmatic approach.

I'd like to conclude this article with a comment one of the aspects of Shepperson’s
work which has most deeply resonated with me, naimelconcern for what he called
the “quality of the human conditioh”especially, but not only, as it is impacted by the
practices of journalism and the media. For exantpeargues that although there are
unquestionably some significant differences betwegditional and post-modern media
habits in South African society, new media coulthedo accommodate these older

2 He gives as an example the consideration of dpirejcaudiences for, say, certain genre of film.
134IT]he principal political purpose of any socidsyto account for the natality and mortality of theman
condition. The ultimate benefit of a social reatm i . to reduce the possibility that individugizens, and
latterly groups of citizens, are structurally depd of the opportunity to get the best qualityifef &s
mortals” A. S.



habits while at the same time moving in the ditof a fuller range of communication
capabilities (which a younger generation seemgishéted to further explore in any
event). In this regard | am especially struck ks/grofound observation that the
traditional is not ultimately based upon some alteatense of eternal verities which
must be passed from generation to generationhbatttaditional habits and traditional
responses were, at least for certain populatiates;eéloped by those excluded from the
social realm as a means of maintaining their bessiple interpretation of what makes
them human.” It was his hope that some future gaiter would begin to, as Nietzsche
phrased it, “redeem the past,” that is, overcomeantbquities of the past and thus honor
the memory of those who were denied jusfice

| have tried to show that Shepperson’s unfinishedkvprovides a valuable basis for
further research into the theory and possible pradf an emergemultural pragmatism
with the potential to eventually exert a globaluehce. While Shepperson offers what is
tantamount to a preliminary outline of this possibéld in RLSC, the theory is decidedly
not yet fully formulated and, thus, a task for fetwesearchers. And it no doubt goes
without saying that the self-reflective and seffddetero-critical practice which might
follow from applying that theory is at best a digtproject. Nevertheless, Arnold
Shepperson left us with strong suggestions aswovie might proceed in the project he
had initiated, offering illuminating ‘hints’ for fther developing his pioneering work in
applying Peirce’s pragmatism to inquiry into theiabrealnt®. | have little doubt that
those willing to explore the new territory whichepiperson had only begun to chart will
come back amply rewarded for their efforts.

It has been said that the modern world is fracturgdllectually and in need of new ideas
which may enable it to break through its currenstaéictions (Whitehead). Of course, not
everyone who strays off the traditional reservagionll discover something worthwhile,
but without the spirit that sustains such ventuhese can be not hope for the future of
civilization. Bruce Buchanan
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responsive when angry or frustrated.”
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