Reviews

Reviewer, James Jakéb Liszka, University of Alaska, Anchorage. Vincent
Michael Colapietro. Peirce’s Approach to the Self: A Semiotic Perspective on
Human Subjectivity. Albany: SUNY Press, 1989. xxi + 141 pp. $14.95 (paper).

Those unfamiliar with the varieties of pragmatism may share Bertrand Russell’s
sentiments: “I find the love of truth in America obscured by commercialism, of
which pragmatism is the philosophical expression.” First time readers of Peirce
are always surprised to find that his philosophy expressed the converse of the
norms which dominated the capitalist fever of his Gilded Age. Lewis Mumford is
delighted that “it was those [like Peirce ] who stood outside the circle of the Gilded
Age that then came to be seen as more important than the dominating figures.” In
fact, Mumford insists, “...his philosophy was what his own age deeply needed.”
Peirce was clear that the bourgeois sense of community—the view that the
community was a place of competition for rewards and a means of individual
fulfillment—was devastating for moral progress and the search for truth. The
“Gospel of Greed,” as Peirce called it, should be replaced with the “agapistic”
sense of evolution, which suggests progress can only be made when every individ-
ual merges hisindividuality in sympathy with his neighbors. Peirce had an explicit
communitarian view of community—that is, the view that the community serves
a purpose greater than any combination of the individual purposes of its mem-
bers. The Self—in this vision—achieves fulfillment through service to the worthy
ideals of that community. This, in combination with Peirce's ostensibly negative
characterizations of individualism and the Self, have created a backlash among
even scholars sympathetic to Peirce. Peirce went too far in denigrating the Self;
moreover, such characterizations lead to certain anomalies and inconsistencies in
his work.

Colapietro’s book, Peirce’s Approach to the Self, hopes to correct this image
of Peirce by showing that, despite his communalism, there is a genuine and
positive appreciation of the Self, and this characterization of the Self can also
resolve the apparent anomalies in Peirce’s own ideas. Colapietro’s strategy is to
use Peirce’s semiotic, as applied to the notion of the Self, in order to help Peirce
out of the complex of anomalies. The first two chapters are devoted to solving
theoretical problems thatwould prevent such an application. Peirce scholars such
as Beth Singer and Justus Buchler have claimed that Peirce’s theory of signis not
truly general, in the sense thatitwould not apply to all possible signs. Their worry,
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then, is thatitmightnot apply to notions such as the Self. However, the complaints
about the theory really center on Peirce’s insistence that all signs must be
referential, that the triadic relation, sign-object-interpretant—is inviolable and
irreducible. There are many apparent cases of non-referential signs: musical
sounds, abstractart, commands. Colapietro weakly defends Peirce by saying that
such counterexamples are either cases of “insufficiently complete signs” (12), or
by showing them really to be cases of referential signs (a musical note refers to a
composer’s idea).

The second theoretical concern is more relevant. Umberto Eco’s claim that the
subject of semiosis is not essential 1o semiosis seems to prevent an application of
theory to the subject or the Self. This seems to me however, to be abogus problem.
Both Eco and, of course, Peirce use the valuable notion of the interpretant to
ensure against any form of subjective idealism, that is, the claim that the subject
in some sense constitutes the sign process. But there is no ostensible reason why
the Self or the subject could notbe an object of semiotic analysis for that reason.

Colapietro follows this aspect of the study with a rather irrelevant chapter on
the relation between semiotic and psychology. Chapter Four is an outline of the
development of Peirce’s notion of the Self. This is the crucial part of the book, yet
as Colapietro admits itis only an expositional outline. Colapietro claims that there
are three phases in Peirce’s concept of the Self. The first coincides with the
Journal of Speculative Philosophy articles (1867-68); the second around 1891
with the Monist papers; and the third in the later writings on pragmaticism.
Through these three phases, the notion of the Self changes from one defined as the
organization of ideas to one understood as the unity of habits (in accordance with
the themes of pragmatism). But these three phases also express the tension
between the notion of the Selfas a negation apart from the community, and the Self
as the focus for the expression of the goals of the ideal community, namely,
concrete reasonableness. This tension is centered on the notion of “self-control,”
orwhatis generally called autonomy. How isit possible to have a community which
is infused with the ideal of concrete reasonableness, with its concomitant ideas of
critique, evaluation, correction and the like, yetinsist that the individuals within
that community are negations apart from it? This, as astute commentators such
as Richard Bernstein have noted, seems to be the greatest anomaly in Peirce’s
concept of the Self. How do we resolve the communalist sense in Peirce (the agent
asrelatively passive in weddingitself to theideals and goals of the community) with
the Enlightenment concept of self-control or autonomy (the agent is in active
control of rules which governs its behavior)?

Colapietro suggests that Peirce suggests this tension is resolved in the following
way: our ability to exert control over ourselves ultimately rests upon our ability
to open ourselves to the very real effort of truly attractive ideals (92). But,
although this is Peirce’s claim, it is not quite precise enough to solve the tension













































