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dward W. Said insists, “authority can, indeed must, be analyzed”

(1978,19). Kory Spencer Sorrell fully agrees with this claim. In his
attempt to explain epistemic authority, however, he refuses to explain
it away. We need to come to terms with such authority, to come to
more thickly descriptive and consistently critical terms than we have
done thus far. This means not only confronting the actuality and
indeed ineluctability of epistemic authority, but also acknowledging our
commitments and appeals to those whose voices are, in particular cir-
cumstance and concerning specific issues, more authoritative than
other voices. The question of who counts as an epistemic authority
cannot be decided anywhere but on the ground, in the diverse local
contexts in which the merits of conflicting claims are assessed.

Hence, we are offered in this work a rich, nuanced analysis of epi-
stemic authority eschewing the widespread tendency to construe any
exercise of authority as the arbitrary imposition of one party’s private
preferences on others. The wholesale debunking (or dissolution) of
authority is no part of Sorrell’s project; central to this work is the
painstaking analysis of how authoritative persons might, often in the
face of severe opposition, come to be recognized as such.

The inability to recognize such persons is intimately connected to
the inability to allow for any preferences except for purely private
ones. Conversely, the recognition of legitimate authority is inseparable
from the acknowledgment of shared (or sharable) values on the part
of those who constitute a community, no matter how inchoate or
implicit. Indeed, Sorrell’s critical analysis of epistemic authority is
undertaken in the service of shared values, envisioned as integral

{ xi}



xii FOREWORD

features of our shared practices. Although all human values are ulti-
mately rooted in the consummatory experiences of the human
organism, deliberation regarding such experiences enables us (in the
words of John Dewey) to “steady, vitalize and expand judgments in
creation of new goods and conservation of old goods” (1988a, 311).

In the foreground of Sorrell’s investigation is reliance upon Charles
S. Peirce’s technical doctrine of categories and theory of signs, but in
the background is Dewey’s pragmatic understanding of moral criticism.
“After the first dumb, formless experience of a thing as good, subse-
quent perception of the good contains,” Dewey insists, “at least a germ
of critical reflection” (1988a, 300). That is, such reflection is immanent
in our experience of what we take to be inherently worthwhile or ful-
filling. “Criticism is reasonable and to the point, in the degree in which
it extends and deepens these factors of intelligence found in immediate
taste and enjoyment” (1988a, 300). The unending work of moral criti-
cism is performed for the sake of instituting and thereby securing
more enduring and encompassing values (see, e.g., 1988a, 302).

From the perspective of such criticism, the utterly haphazard enjoy-
ment of purely episodic goods comes to be seen for what it is—a style
of living, encouraged by advertisers and others, in which sustaining
fulfillments are impossible and intense pleasures are all too fleeting,
precarious, and costly. A contrasting ideal takes hold of the moral
imagination, the ideal of a life in which integrated fulfillments of an
enduring, encompassing, and emancipatory character are deliberately
cultivated. Though idiosyncratic and episodic pleasures are not in the
least to be disparaged, widely shared and regularly recurrent ones need
to be nurtured, precisely because they demand so much in the way of
deference and sacrifice. Also the intensity of enjoyment is not neces-
sarily reduced by the enjoyment being widely shared; indeed, exten-
sively shared goods might be intensively felt ones, and their intensity
might be in part a function of their being communally shared.

The accent here falls not on those values we actually happen to share,
but on those we might come to share as the result of wider experience
and deeper deliberation as well as of more thoroughgoing identifica-
tion with others. In our world, one in which globalization so often
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intensifies ancient hatreds and generates new antipathies, the effec-
tive cultivation of shared values becomes a more urgent task than ever
before (not least of all because global networks of communication and
technological innovations in weaponry render vulnerable even those
nations possessing the largest armies and best weapons). At the very
least, such cultivation of these values requires enlarged sympathy,
especially with those others whom we have been enculturated to
degrade, despise, or even vilify. We are always already connected with
those whom we are inclined to denounce or nullify. However inchoate
and unacknowledged, these connections provide some bases for assist-
ing in the growth of more extensive, stable, and stabilizing connections.
That is, they provide the bases for wider realizations of the human
community. The shared values actually in place are thus invaluable for
those we might yet secure.

Peirce’s conception of thirdness is, in Sorrell’s work, given not only a
pragmatic stamp but also a human face, for this conception is cashed out
in terms of generality, and, in turn, generality is connected to processes
of generalization (thus, the ideal of generalizability). These processes are
themselves envisioned here as work needing to be done by humans in
the various sites of their everyday lives. Accordingly, the given of actu-
ally shared values, practices, and narratives gives way to the work of
trying out their locally inherited forms in novel locations and innova-
tive ways. Determining the limits of generality—the extent to which a
value or practice, mode of representation or genre of narration, might
be extended beyond the site of its origination or current predomi-
nance—is an experimental question. Too much contemporary theo-
rizing tries to determine these limits a priori, from on high. Sorrell
offers multiple considerations, amounting to a compelling argument,
of why the limits of generalizability can be worked out only experi-
mentally, on the ground. On his insightful reading of the pragmatic
tradition, the work of critical intelligence encompasses working out
the experiential possibilities of shared human values beyond the
narrow, arbitrary limits of our diverse yet overlapping histories.

Today we are sensitive, perhaps hypersensitive, to the possibility that
an appeal to authority might provide a cover for privilege. Sorrell wants
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to maintain and, indeed, enhance this suspicion without debunking
entirely the ideal of authority. So, too, in his endeavor to account for the
mechanisms, processes, and evaluations by which representations of
facts, situations, and preferences are generated, sustained, and con-
tested, he is unwilling to jettison the ideal of objectivity. Some repre-
sentations are more reliable and thus useful than others, and one of
the main reasons (if not the main reason) why this is so is that these
representations are more objective than are their rivals.

We might represent (as Richard Rorty tends to do) the task of rep-
resentation as one involving or demanding a perspective beyond the
pragmatic spiral of our experimentally warranted representations. If
we do, only two options are apparently available to us: either we can
argue for the possibility of such a perspective, or we can reject this
possibility and, along with it, the notion of representation itself. If we
take the first option, we rescue representation at the cost of an alliance
with some form of transcendentalism. Only a transexperiential van-
tage point, a perspective above the pragmatic spiral of our inherently
fallible representations, appears to allow us to draw in a principled
manner the distinction between representation and reality. The
incredibility of such a perspective, however, inclines many to reject
representationalism along with what might be called (though some-
what misleadingly) transcendentalism. For the antirepresentalionalist,
then, the distinction between representation and reality collapses:
With insouciance, the antirepresentationalist bids good riddance to
representation. Such a theorist urges us to shift our concern from
accurate representations to novel vocabularies and especially to liber-
ating metaphors (ones freeing us from constraining or debilitating
facets of our linguistic or cultural inheritance).

Sorrell in effect deconstructs the dualism between an antipragmatic
realism and an antirepresentational pragmatism. Though not in the
least slighting the importance of such vocabularies and metaphors, he
is no more willing to allow for precluding the possibility of accurate
representations than he is for disallowing the possibility of reasonable
authority, progressively shared values, or indefinitely applicable gener-
alizations. He ingeniously deploys the resources of Peirce’s pragmatism,
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in particular the doctrine of categories and theory of signs, to make a
forceful case for community, continuity, generality, mediation, repre-
sentation, and much else. There are more accurate and useful ways of
representing the work of representation than those put forth by
unpragmatic realists and the neopragmatist critics of such realists, just
as there are more inclusive and thus democratic, more effective and thus
authoritative ways of authorizing (or accrediting) human authorities.
Sorrell’s nuanced defense of pragmatic realism is a truly constructive
endeavor in a twofold sense. It incorporates within itself the most use-
ful insights of what is commonly identified today as constructivism,
but it does so on the basis of a constructive critique of social construc-
tivism and other widely influential doctrines (e.g., feminist standpoint
theory and Rortyean neopragmatism). That is, Sorrell carefully works
through an array of theories bearing upon representation, mediation,
and allied topics, theories ranging from Rorty’s deconstructive neo-
pragmatism to Donna Haraway’s pragmatic constructivism, from
Nancy Hartsock’s feminist standpoint theory to the critiques of this
theory offered by Kathleen Jones, Bat-Ami Bar On, and Helen Longino.
As already suggested, Rorty has characterized pragmatism as antirep-
resentationalism. To him, it also is a form of antiauthoritarianism. But
Sorrell’s treatment of authority is predicated on the necessity to maintain
the distinction between the authoritarian and the authoritative. He, too,
is an antiauthoritarian. Any critique of authority resulting in the annihi-
lation of the very notion of authoritative persons or positions, however,
would be self-defeating: in the name of critique, criticism would have
destroyed its own possibility and usefulness. Indeed, such criticism
would have rendered itself worse than useless, for it would have gener-
ated the illusion of being able to live and act without reliance upon
authorities, thereby deflecting critical attention away from the ever
urgent task of calibrating the concrete differences resulting from the dif-
ferential procedures, policies, and perspectives of variably located actors.
Sorrell’s treatment of representation is also predicated on the neces-
sity (not the assumed, but the demonstrated necessity) of maintaining
the distinction between the representative and the misrepresentative,
as well as between what is and how we try to represent what is. The
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impossibility of completely eliminating from our representations
every distortion does not touch our abiding practical need in countless
situations to distinguish between more or less reliable representations.
An abstract awareness of the imperfect character of virtually every
humanly constructed representation fails to disclose (or even to help
us reveal) the specific ways in which particular representations are, to
the disadvantage of some and the advantage of others, misleading or
unreliable. We can no more do without representations than we can
do without authority. What we understand by representation might be,
of course, quite different than the mode of depiction represented by
those who call themselves (or whom others call) representationalists.
Just as reality might be too multifarious, subtle, and complex to leave
to doctrinaire realists, so representation might not be best left to its
most doctrinaire defenders.

We might ask any number of questions concerning what are the
most reliable or useful representations of the practices by which we try
to represent facts, situations, and preferences, but at some point our
reliance on representations under some description must be acknowl-
edged. Part of Sorrell’s effort here is to force us, especially those who
claim an allegiance to pragmatism, to own up more fully—more con-
sciously, conscientiously, and thus critically—to our commitments.
Along with everyone else, pragmatists are committed to representations
in some sense. The point is not to give the notion of representation to
the representationalists and thereby to wash one’s hands of having
anything to do with the business of representing the myriad matters
calling for dependable depiction (e.g., how many individuals were
killed during this confrontation? Were they soldiers, as reported in the
mainstream media, or were they mostly civilians, as reported else-
where?). The point is rather to represent our practices of representing
matters more accurately than most (perhaps all) traditional theories
have done thus far and, beyond this, to show at least some of the most
important ways in which the differences that practically make such a
humanly significant difference (the differences that humanly matter)
can be ascertained. For doing this, I know of no better work than the
one to which I am adding my own words here.
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Sorrell’s pragmatic realism is thus a constructive and (in a sense)
constructivist pragmatism according to which the calibrations of
agents variably situated in multiple practices are the pivots around
which everything turns. In other words, the pragmatic upshot of his
critiques and proposals is a form of pragmatism in which critical
attention is directed toward how to secure reasonable bases for com-
parative judgments (what I earlier called the calibrations of variably
situated agents). The foci of his investigation help to clarify this point,
and they do so by suggesting concrete situations in which conscien-
tious agents are desirous to act well (i.e., better than they might act if,
say, they are habitually inattentive or, worse, systematically blind to
certain identifiable features of the situation in which they are implicated
and active). Most prominently, these foci are authority, representation,
practice, and privilege. Authority can be more or less reasonable (or
more or less arbitrary). Representations can be more or less accurate.
Practices can be more or less inclusive. The processes by which certain
individuals or groups are privileged can be more or less transparent.

William James once suggested: “The whole originality of pragma-
tism, the whole point in it, is its use of the concrete way of seeing”
(1975, 281-82). He immediately added that pragmatism “begins with
concreteness, and returns and ends with it” (282). Many misguided
criticisms of the pragmatic position are rooted in the failure of its
critics to appreciate the extent to which it is committed to concrete
ways of seeing the multifarious situations and multiple communities
in which human agents are implicated. James made this point regarding
a topic related to Sorrell’s concerns. He asked, “when the pragmatist
speaks of opinions, does he mean any such insulated and unmotivated
abstractions as are here supposed [by the critics of pragmatism]?”
(310). As though his rhetorical question required an answer, he inter-
jected: “Of course not.” The pragmatist intends “men’s [and women’s]
opinions in the flesh, as they have really formed themselves, opinions
surrounded by their grounds and the influences they obey and exert,
and along with the whole environment of social communication of
which they are a part and out of which they take their rise” (310-11).
Opinions abstracted from the processes by which they have been
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formed, the grounds to which their advocates appeal in defense of
their espousal of these opinions, and the other affairs mentioned by
James are, indeed, “insular and unmotivated abstractions” (310). In
contrast, the idea of opinions, or representations, highlighting their
concrete embodiment in the ongoing affairs of human practitioners
who are members of multiple communities is also an abstraction. But
it is one designed to direct critical attention to the concrete circum-
stances in which human representations are crafted and circulated,
accredited and challenged. It is, to this extent, more concrete than the
abstraction wielded by the critics of pragmatism.

The concrete circumstances in which human opinions or represen-
tations possess their distinctively human forms, functions, and effects
might be more or less abstractly acknowledged (more or less thickly
described). One irony is that the classical pragmatists, in their strenuous
insistence upon descriptive thickness (or greater concreteness), often
rely on unduly thin descriptions. For example, James (that most
loquacious and sociable of philosophers) hardly ever offers a truly
thick description of “the whole environment of social communication”
in which ideas and stories struggle against rivals to make a personally
decisive or socially critical difference. The differences that make a
difference do so ordinarily by making their way against entrenched
alternatives and fierce opponents.

The originality of pragmatism is arguably connected to cultivating
ever more concrete modes of critical attention, thus ever thicker
descriptions of concrete affairs. Without question, Kory Sorrell’s
informed defense of pragmatic realism significantly contributes to the
advance of pragmatism by showing, more concretely than the classical
pragmatists tended to do themselves, how concreteness is attained—
or, more accurately, is better approximated in some accounts or
practices than in others.

Concreteness is approximated in various ways, not least of all by
personally inflected narratives. Here, too, there is an irony, for James
suggests, “biography is the concrete form in which all that is is given;
the perceptual flux is the authentic stuff of each of our biographies, and
yields a perfect effervescence of novelty all the time” (qtd. in Seigfried
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1990, 395). But he leaves largely unthematized and hence unexplored
experience in its irreducibly biographical form. For my purpose, this
understandable but regrettable neglect of biographical and other forms
of narration is less to the point than a fragment of Sorrell’s biography.
As an undergraduate, Kory Sorrell studied at Texas A&M University
with John J. McDermott (though he met McDermott through one of
McDermott’s students even before going to A&M). John McDermott
studied with Robert Pollock at Fordham University. And, while teaching
at Fordham, Eugene Fontinell (who also studied with Pollock at
Fordham), I, and indeed others in New York met Kory Sorrell through
John McDermott. Complexly mediated relationships at the personal
level suggest a metaphor for the complexly mediated relationships con-
stitutive of a vital intellectual tradition. McDermott initially presented
James to Sorrell in a manner capturing the spirit, passion, and élan of
James himself, as I hope I presented Peirce to Sorrell in a manner
faithful to Peirce’s texts, aspirations, and achievements. A living tradi-
tion is an intergenerational argument involving complex mediations—
personal, intellectual, and otherwise. Moreover, intellectual traditions
are exceedingly complex and (to some extent) surprisingly fragile
affairs involving multiple factors, not least of all chance encounters and
resolute commitments to carrying on the unfinished work glimpsed so
often only because of such chance meetings.

There is little question in my mind that Kory Sorrell’s work bears
testimony to the eloquent and unforgettable voice of a philosopher
and teacher whose tone, cadence, and concerns are so distinctively
pragmatic. For Kory Sorrell, as for so for so many others of us, John
McDermott spoke about James and, more generally, about pragmatism
with an unmistakably authoritative voice, but one unmarred by any
trace of authoritarianism. He put us in touch with what might have
remained (apart from his efforts and insights, interpretations and
celebrations) distant from and foreign to us—with texts, thinkers, and
indeed a tradition still all too widely neglected even in the United
States. Here was someone to whom we felt we must listen, in large
measure because he was someone from whom the intricacies and
insights of others could be learned.
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Kory Spencer Sorrell’s Representative Practices: Peirce, Pragmatist,
and Feminist Epistemology bears eloquent witness to his actual experi-
ence of having heard and indeed having been transformed by such an
authoritative voice. Among other things, he learned that the persua-
siveness and authority of McDermott’s voice were in part a function of
his teacher’s self-critical insistence upon his own limitations, biases,
and location, but also in part a function of this teacher’s willingness to
fall silent as a way of including others. Such, at least, is the way I am
inclined to represent one of the most crucial experiences animating
and underwriting this text.

Finally, it is impossible for me to imagine, especially among those of
his generation, a better representative of an inclusively envisioned yet
critically articulated version of pragmatic concreteness than the author
of this book, for here is a version of pragmatism rooted in a painstaking
engagement with Peirce’s formidable texts, but also one informed by a
critical encounter with contemporary feminism and other important
movements. The way in which Sorrell engages in the delicate, multi-
faceted hermeneutical and critical mediations demanded of anyone
striving to attain pragmatic concreteness offers the only kind of proof a
pragmatist would ultimately find convincing. He exemplifies what he
extols; he proves by example what he argues to establish in principle—
the self-critical working out of open-ended inclusivity as a pragmatic
ideal to be approximated, more or less. The delicate calibrations made on
the ground by implicated agents—fallible actors implicated in evolving,
shared practices—are the ones to which Sorrell directs our attention. The
force and subtlety of his argument can be appreciated, of course, only by
carefully working through the details and considerations of his text. My
hope is simply to have highlighted some of the features of this argument
so that its force and subtlety may be more readily and fully felt.

VINCENT COLAPIETRO
State College, Pennsylvania
December 2003
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Perhaps the immobility of the things that surround us is forced upon them
by our conviction that they are themselves and not any thing else, by the
immobility of our conception of them.

—DMarcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time

Ralph Emerson once wrote that “[w]e have such exorbitant eyes,
that on seeing the smallest arc, we complete the curve, and when
the curtain is lifted from the diagram which it seemed to veil, we are
vexed to find that no more was drawn, than just that fragment of an
arc which we first beheld” (1951, 421). It seems that the most ephemeral
flash of light, once having caught our passing notice, may be saved
from oblivion; instead of fading from existence all together, it may be
caught up, transformed, and reinscribed in real or imaginary contexts.
No longer an arbitrary spark against a crepuscular void, it thereby
becomes, as if by miracle, a harbinger of things coming or significant
of realities present but not seen. Not a light, but a lightning bug per-
haps; and not arbitrary, but the studied effort of an insect to find a
mate. When this happens, when we as human agents perform this
extraordinary act, something genuinely new is created in the universe.
A representation is born, and, as Emerson trenchantly observed, it is
an act of exorbitance. More than fact, representation entails reach, for

{1}
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by its very nature it is a sign of that which is not present to hand or
open to the eye of the body. Stepping outside itself, it is a creation of
mind, of a desiring mind, that seeks in the shadows for what it does not
have, and it is this will that prompts the effort or act of representing.
As Emerson also knew, the act is often a treacherous one. In going
beyond, we inevitably go astray, often misstepping and “miss-taking”
one thing for another, one event as prescient of others impending.

Moreover, in some of these instances, treachery becomes treason: in
our desire to transmogrify events into representations, present realities
are inevitably subjected to the will and preference of those performing
the act, and so representation may well reflect more the purpose of the
artisans than that which it purports to represent. This is more than
vexatious; it is, at least potentially, a form of violence done to real
events and to the persons involved in them on behalf of purposes that
are often foreign to their lives and to their preferences. And so repre-
sentation, in addition to being a form of revelation, is a common cause
of frustration, of deep communal concern, and not infrequently of
oppression and marginalization.

This book addresses the extraordinary and sometimes deeply
problematic practice of representation and tackles a cluster of prob-
lems usually gathered under its name. What these problems are may
be more clearly seen in the ways in which the term representation is
commonly used. In one sense, a representation is an image, a pic-
ture, or perhaps an exhibition. It can be a result of the plastic arts
but is more often the result of written or verbal narratives that in
some way present a scene, an event, or even a history in a coherent
way to interested persons.

The second sense of representation, closely related to the first, refers to
a kind of act, something that someone or some group of persons actu-
ally do. Representations are not discovered whole cloth, but are con-
structed, woven together out of many strands, by fingers that care about
how they are put together and submitted to—or imposed upon—other
persons. In this sense, representation is a kind of authority or authorship.

Third, representation takes on the meaning of “being on behalf of.”
In this context, something stands in for something else in some respect
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or capacity. It performs the service of mediation, of working on behalf
of that other toward some end. This is the sense in which an attorney
stands for her client. Abused by another or perhaps accused by the
state, a person is confronted by an extraordinarily complex legal system.
In order to navigate its dangers and put it to work on her behalf, she
entrusts her cause to one experienced in its channels and byways. She
entrusts herself to an attorney, who (she hopes) will represent her
interest and advance her case as far as law will allow. In so doing, the
attorney, through her mediation, brings her client into direct (though
mediated) relation with the law and the justice it has to offer.

Each of these characteristic meanings brings with it trying questions.
The first involves an ancient controversy that turns on the relationship
between representations and the realities they purport to represent.
Here it is wondered how anything like representation can really hap-
pen, and even if it does, how we, as epistemic agents, can know that it
does. What is the nature of reality such that it can be represented, or,
conversely, what is the nature of conceptual categories such that they
can be said truly to “map on” to the real? Supposing that representa-
tion of the real is possible, are there better and worse ways to go about
it? This problem involves the question of whether or not the imposi-
tion of some sort of programmatic method may improve communal
representation. «

The second use of representation invokes a different set of ques-
tions. Given the fact that representations are human artifacts, what
does this fact mean for representation generally? Does it entail that
“real” representation, in the sense that an image or picture is said to
“map on” to the real, is always beyond the grasp of the hands that
make it? Because power is always present in the author’s work, is not
representation itself always a kind of violence perpetrated on that
which is represented?

Finally, how is it that representations—and not just in the sense of
an attorney, but in the sense of images, pictures, books, narratives,
museum exhibitions, film—mediate our actions? What sorts of work
do they do, and how might these forms of mediation themselves be
subjected to normative constraint? In other words, how might mediation
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itself be more intelligently mediated? How we describe the real and the
signs that advertise it is extraordinarily significant, for it goes a long
way toward answering the cluster of questions identified previously. It
is therefore not surprising that much of the debate occurs here. But
description is not an end in itself, for the goal of such efforts is ulti-
mately normative. Description is undertaken in order to find ways in
which representation might be improved, improved not just in the
sense of being more adequate to the real, but in the sense that better
representations may ameliorate other aspects of our lives as well. This
is one of several ways in which this book is overtly pragmatic: its focus
is on the practice of representation, and one measure of its success is
the degree to which it will assist in the improvement of this practice.
As John Dewey would say, its value lies in its consequences.

Before saying more about what follows in the book, I should say
something about the resources used. Above all, I am interested in a
problem, and Peirce’s role is pervasive because I think he offers
tremendous resources for addressing the issues involved. But as Peirce
himself insisted, the work of developing a theory of representation
had still only begun at the end of his lifetime (1914), so I use a number
of other writers to cast light on the difficulties that ensue. The other
pragmatists, William James and John Dewey, have been a constant
source of assistance. The differences among these thinkers were
many and sometimes quite important. But without passing over these
distinguishing characteristics, we can say it is surely also true that
they agreed with and often furthered one another in many respects.
When it is appropriate and helpful, I use these other pragmatists in
supporting roles.

Beyond the pragmatists, I draw most significantly on work written
in the recently developed tradition of feminist epistemology. I find in
this tradition subtle discussion of problems surrounding the inter-
section of different kinds of power and representation that I think are
both crucial to understanding practices of representation and useful
for suggesting promising strategies for amelioration of those prac-
tices. So although I follow Peirce a great deal, I also go significantly
beyond him in order to address novel features of the problem and
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even further his approach in ways that he did not (but of which he
may have approved). The material in this book, therefore, is
“Peircean” rather than Peirce’s and must ultimately stand criticism on
its own.

In chapter 1, the book begins with a discussion of “the real” as Peirce
understood and divided it up. This discussion involves a look at what
Peirce called phenomenology, which I briefly defend as a tenable study
in light of possible reservations that contemporary readers may have.
The “defense” is abbreviated, but so much has already been written on
this topic that I take the liberty of standing on the shoulders of others
more capable than I and refer the skeptical reader to those texts. After
[ introduce the results of this study, I explain how phenomenological
conceptions take on for Peirce full ontological status. The chapter closes
by placing Peirce in historical context in order to further refine the
reader’s understanding of his ontology.

Chapter 2 further discusses the real in light of Peirce but offers crit-
ical emendation. My criticism, far from novel, follows very closely
Sandra Rosenthal’s revision of Peirce and for similar reasons. But having
done this, I then depart from Rosenthal’s claim that Peirce’s approach
is a processive metaphysical approach. I argue that Peirce offers (or
provides the means for offering) a pragmatic reformulation of the
doctrine of substance along pragmatic lines. I then develop and
defend this pragmatic view of substance in the light of six possible
criticisms.

The purpose of doing this is twofold. On one hand, it is an inter-
vention in Peirce studies. Peirce scholars remain divided on the issue
of whether or not Peirce actually has a substance metaphysics, and I
insist he does as a matter of textual evidence and logic. More impor-
tant, [ want to develop a conception that is ultimately independent of
what Peirce did or did not think of the matter. Such a conception can
be defended not by citation of Peirce, but only in the open market-
place of criticism. On the other hand, developing this view offers an
opportunity to provide a thicker understanding of what reality—more
specifically, the world—is supposed to be like in a Peircean formula-
tion. The light of criticism makes it possible to cast further into relief
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how a pragmatist might regard the features of the world, and this pro-
vides a useful backdrop for subsequent discussion of representation.

The focus moves in the third chapter away from the real as such
to discussion of the nature of representation itself. The bulk of this
chapter is devoted to explaining Peirce’s theory of signs, his triadic
divisions, and how these divisions go toward explaining how signs
may be said truly to represent the real in a pragmatic approach. I treat
particular problems in semiotics, such as the possibilities of infinite
regress and infinite progress, primarily as a means for further explica-
tion of Peirce’s semeiotic. Much has also been written on this aspect of
Peirce, and I rely on this first-rate scholarship. The purpose of the
chapter, which is actually the culmination of the first three chapters, is
to show how the real constrains representation not only in the sense of
“brute resistance,” but also in terms of its content. This assures realism
and, more important for what follows, normative constraints on prac-
tices of representation. There is in a Peircean approach a real sense in
which representation may be said to be better or worse, more or less
adequate, to that which it purports to represent.

Chapter 4 continues the discussion of representation but takes it up
from a different point of view. Having shown that representation is a
collective and constructive effort, I now discuss how persons go about
this practice as authors within a community. In other words, the focus
shifts from the first to the second sense of representation as introduced
earlier. Employing recent developments in feminist epistemology, I
argue against prevailing conceptions of the role of authority in repre-
sentation. Although going models see it as undermining the struggle
for objectivity and so seek ways to eliminate its influence, I suggest
that authority is not only ineluctable but also appropriate in many, if
not all cases. By this, I mean that good representations are produced
precisely when authority in representative practices is reasonable.
Going practices, once adequately described, may be subjected to nor-
mative criticism with respect to authority, and I suggest how this
subjection may be effectively done.

I then offer an actual example, provided by Nancy Scheper-Hughes’s
representation of carnaval in northeastern Brazil, to explain my meaning
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further. The idea is that there is more to the production of objectivity
than just constraint by the real and that normative guidelines other than
those that refer to external constraint are not only possible, but needful.
These guidelines make representations more objective by being more
inclusive about the conditions under which they are constructed. That
is, not only are they created under these conditions, but those features
are actually included in the representation itself.

In the last chapter, I again shift in order to address the problem of
representation from the angle of the third sense in which this word is
used. Along the way, I will have argued that representation is a form of
mediation that really modifies the conduct of members of the com-
munity, that it goes toward the production of some realities but not
others. In this chapter, I thematize this view of mediation, contrasting
it with the conception preferred by Richard Rorty in order to set the
stage for specifically ethical consideration of practices of representa-
tion. The argument is that if acts of representation truly go beyond the
construction of signs that mirror reality, then these acts may them-
selves be subjected to criticism in light of the ends they tend to realize.
I again draw on Peirce and the other pragmatists to suggest that a
notion of inclusivity (different from the one used in chapter 4) is
available for such normative constraints. The idea is that those repre-
sentations that tend toward forms of existence that contribute to the
growth of the individual and the community are to be preferred to those
that do not. Again, this form of constraint on representation is relatively
independent of and yet compatible with the normative suggestions
given in previous chapters.

Although no one of these various normative strategies can in any
simple sense give the “one best answer” even in its own area of appli-
cation, my suggestion is that all three, taken together, provide useful
guidelines for practices of representation once these practices are better
understood. In any act of representation, all three types of constraint
should come into play: representation should be accountable to the
real it represents, should be produced under warranted and well-
accounted-for authority, and should be done in light of the ends that
it will tend to manifest. Just as Peirce envisioned a viable philosophical
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system to be made up of strands of belief that are each more or less
resilient, but that taken together can be woven into a strong rope, so [
think that these multiple forms of constraint, somewhat weak on their
own, may together tack down from different directions representative
practices in ways that will make them better, more adequate, more
pragmatically useful. The project is, in short, a further development of
that “pragmatic epistemology” discussed by John J. McDermott in his
Streams of Experience (1986, 92).

In the spirit of Peircean fallibilism, I end this introduction with
some lines from Michel Foucault. All along the way in the writing of
this book, I had so very many authors to consider, so many problems
to address, and so little time and limited ability to do it that although
I have argued what I could, I have left far more undone, and more still
probably escaped my notice altogether. I therefore cannot agree more
with Foucault when he writes: “As to those for whom to work hard, to
begin and begin again, to attempt and be mistaken, to go back and
rework everything from top to bottom, and still find reason to hesitate
from one step to the next—as to those, in short, for whom to work in
the midst of uncertainty and apprehension is tantamount to failure,
all I can say is that clearly we are not from the same planet” (1985, 7).
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PEIRCE’S CATEGORIES

A First Glimpse at Representation

%)

Metaphysics means nothing but an unusually obstinate effort to think clearly.

—William James, The Principles of Psychology

The purpose of this book is to provide a normative account of
practices of representation, one that is sighted by Peirce’s prag-
matism, his general categories, and his semeiotic. In order to understand
and then evaluate these practices, a great deal must also be said about
that which is the intended object of representation: reality. Michel
Foucault may well be right in claiming that, beginning with the six-
teenth century, “[t]he profound kinship of language with the world
was thus dissolved,” and henceforth “[t]hings and words were to be
separated from one another” (1970, 43). But a responsible assessment
of this displacement, one that goes any reasonable distance toward
grasping what sort of relation language or, more generally, representa-
tion has to the world involves a discussion of both relata. And
although the nature of language seems constantly under review, it
seems that in present discussions of representation, the nature of what
is being represented, of the real as such, is all too often left out. Too
metaphysical and traditional perhaps, it is left to the controlling

{9}
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assumptions of the discourse in which it takes place or is presumed to
be out of the reach of discourse altogether. This approach is problem-
atic because how we regard the real—that is, what sort of nature we
think it has and what relation we suppose that nature has to discourse
and representation generally—is of paramount importance in deter-
mining the status of representation itself or is at least important
enough not to allow such questions to be decided by arbitrary choice
or the prevailing wind within a given community of inquirers.

Peirce certainly thought that questions concerning the nature of the
real were central to adequately understanding and responding to the
cluster of difficulties surrounding the problem of representation, and
in this chapter I begin by introducing Peirce’s phenomenological cat-
egories and the logical considerations that lead to these categories’
becoming an ontology. This discussion involves a detailed look at the
nature of firstness, secondness, and thirdness (or orience, obsistence,
and transuasion) as Peirce understands them and how these categories
relate to one another. I also suggest some of the reasons why Peirce
thinks that these categories are necessary and in what sense. As
Vincent Colapietro points out, “The value of this doctrine [of cate-
gories] resides not so much in the abstract articulation of purely for-
mal conceptions as in the concrete applications of these conceptions
to virtually every context of investigation” (1995, 29). In chapter 2, I
specifically apply these analytic categories to a fuller description of
concrete existence and provide a view of substance reconstrued along
pragmatic lines. This should provide a fairly thick description of what
reality is like according to a Peircean approach. Only thereafter will I
shift to a discussion of representation as such in the third chapter.
There again the categories lead the way.

Producing an account of the nature of the real is, of course, tricky
business because any discussion of the object of representation is
always already itself a representation. One may reasonably question,
given this fact, our capacity as epistemic agents to say anything about
reality that is independent of our representations of it and so wonder
about the wisdom of beginning in this way. Indeed, some have not
only questioned this endeavor but also concluded that it is impossible
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or incoherent or just an unforgettable (if forgivable) desire that many
of us share. Although it is reasonably certain that there is no such
thing as unmediated access to the real apart from modes of represen-
tation, Peirce nevertheless claims that we may have (and indeed do in
many cases have) knowledge of the nature of the real—as it is, inde-
pendently of how we prefer to think of it. Notice that this is not the
same as claiming that we can know things in themselves, in the sense
of “as they are, apart from our experience (which is itself a form of
mediation) of the real.”

The difference between the two is that in Peirce’s approach, knowl-
edge of the real emerges from the mediation of the experience of
members of the community with the real, whereas the other proposes
that knowledge of the real, independently of forms of mediation, is
possible. Peirce many times insisted that this latter idea must be sur-
rendered in favor of the former. When this is done, the problem is no
longer one of explaining how we can get back of mediation—of signs
or representation or experience—to a pure reality that is unmodified
by our having handled it, but instead becomes a question of how
mediation may be a means of discovery and not just distortion.
Discovering how this might be so and how we might tell the difference
between the two and develop better practices that really tend more to
the former than to the latter is the task not just of this chapter, but of
the entire book. ‘

Phenomenology and the Larger Generalities

Pierce claims, in his outline for what he someday hoped to write under
the title “A Guess at the Riddle,” that “[t]o erect a philosophical edifice
that shall outlast the vicissitudes of time, my care must be, not so
much to set each brick with the nicest accuracy, as to lay the founda-
tions deep and massive” (EP1, 246). Although exceedingly broad and
therefore necessarily vague in content, the initial conceptions are of
paramount importance because they support further development by
determining which divisions are the more inclusive and what sort of
questions properly belong to which province. Accordingly, Peirce
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divided all philosophy into three grand parts: phenomenology, nor-
mative science, and metaphysics (EP2, 259). He claims that the middle
division “distinguishes what ought to be from what ought not to be”
and is in turn divided into the study of esthetics, ethics, and logic
(EP2, 259—60). I directly address normative science in chapter 5 but
focus now on both phenomenology and metaphysics.

Phenomenology must be first, according to Peirce, because it pro-
vides support for the middle division of normative science. Peirce
writes that phenomenology is “the basis upon which normative sci-
ence is to be erected, and accordingly must claim our first attention”
(CP, 5.39). It is a study that reveals “the elements of appearance that
present themselves to us every hour and every minute whether we are
pursuing earnest investigations, or are undergoing the strangest vicis-
situdes of experience, or are dreamily listening to the tales of
Scheherazade” (EP2,147). Phenomenology requires no special study of
its own but is an examination of what is present to each of us—not
just to the scientist or philosopher—in experience of every kind.

For this reason, Peirce would surely agree with John Dewey’s claim,
in the essay “Experience and Philosophic Method,” that the subject mat-
ter of philosophy must begin with experience of the everyday and not
with data that have already been refined by some other method of
inquiry. Dewey only underscores Peirce’s view when he points out that
what is commonly considered to be strictly empirical observations are
themselves already a dialectical development of data taken from physi-
ology or some other selective science. Although such data are surely use-
ful for the purposes that emerge in their respective domains, difficulties
inevitably accrue when these data are naively and mistakenly thought to
be results of pure observation rather than the products of discriminat-
ing inquiry. This is why Dewey writes in the original version of chapter 1
of Experience and Nature that “I would rather take the behavior of the
dog of Odysseus upon his master’s return as an example of the sort of
thing experience is for the philosopher than trust to such statements. A
physiologist may for his special purpose reduce Othello’s perception of
a handkerchief to simple elements of color under certain angular con-
ditions of vision. But the actual experience was charged with history
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and prophesy; full of love, jealousy and villainy, fulfilling past human
relationships and moving fatally 