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Abstract: Most views of personal identity are based upon either psychological or materialistic
principles. This paper approaches the conception of the self from the standpoint that the principles of
signification/representation are primary to any consciousness or recognition of the self, and tries to
unveil some key conseguences concerning the self through an application of Peirce’s Semiotic to the
conception of the Self and by drawing on many novel insights Charles Peirce had on the issue of personal
identity.
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O Eu smbdlico

Resumo*: A maior parte das concepgdes sobre a identidade pessoal basei a-se em principios psicol 6gicos
ou materialistas. Este ensaio aborda a concepgdo do eu a partir do ponto de vista que os principios de
representacdo/significagdo sdo anteriores a qualquer consciéncia ou reconhecimento do eu, e tenta
desvelar algumas consegiiéncias chave no que diz respeito a isto por meio da aplicacdo da Semidtica de
Peirce a concepcédo do Eu, apoiando-se também em muitas das Ultimas visdes do fildsofo quanto ao tema
daidentidade pessoal .

Palar as-chave: | dentidade pessoal. Semidtica. Indeterminidade. Propdsito.

*T radugdo do inglés para o portugués de ManUcia Passos de Lima. Revisdo de Aracéli Martins.

E N .

This paper will attempt to gpply Peirce’'s Semictics to the conception of the
Sdf.! Such a paper is hardly the first of its kind, and if it were completely new, it could
hardly fal to prove completdy fdse (CP 511, 1.368):. it has been quite deftly
interpreted by a number of learned scholars. Kenneth Ketner (1981) was one of the first
to address the issue, and noted its power over the Cartesan and Kantian views. Pdricia
Muoio (1984) has addressed the topic from Perce's theory of the categories, while
Vincent Colapietro (1989) has given the most systematic, developmenta, and
comprehensive account of Peirce's view of sdf. Findly, André De Tienne (1997, 2002)
has addressed the topic from the standpoint of its semiotic unity over transcendenta
unity, and has written an excdlent paper that focuses on the notion of semictic
personhood over any particular mode of ingantiation of it. While the above lig is not
fully inclusive, this paper is a purpose and seeks to grow only out of these and Peirce's
origind representation of his thought. This paper falls in many respects, eg. it does not
show the development of his theory, but attempts to combine Perce's early unification
of the sense manifold found in the “New Lig” and cosmologicd views found in the
1904 “New Elements’ with his Semiotics upon the conception of the sdf. A number of
topics must be ignored for the sake of brevity, as such, this representation of Peirce's
position is far from complete.

The importance of “On a New List of Categories’ cannot be undervalued? It
was the product of three years of devoted effort and from Peirces point of view
“perhaps the least unsatisfactory, from a logicd point of view, that | ever succeeded in
producing” (W2:502). He regards it as one of his strongest philosophica works, and in



his Logic Notebook remarks that his theory of the categories is the gift he makes to the
world: “That is my child. Int 1 shdl live when oblivion has me — my body” (W2:502,
W21). The expresson, while seemingly figurative, hints a a grand reconfiguration of
the conception of sdf that makes viable Peirce’'s association of his sdf with his theory
of the categories. It is within this text where Perce presents a clear and directed
presentation of his categories, i.e. he gives for the firgt time a systematic account of his
theory of the categories, and in so doing shows how the sense-manifold manifold can be
unified.

Peirce contends that unification of the sense-manifold is achieved nether by a
transcendent external power nor a psychologicd source, but is found in the internd
power that is present in representation itself. For Peirce, our capacity to understand our
own sdf is not powered by own persond will, but is instead powered by the aready
established representation of our identity. Furthermore, it is not our consciousness of a
particular representation that powers a unity of consstency; instead, consciousness itsdf
of a representation only dlows for the recognition that unity has occurred. Perce
understood as early as 1865 in his firg Harvard lecture that the power to unify is not
driven by a particular consciousness, but consciousness of a representation alows for
the recognition that representation has occurred. In this first lecture Peirce argued for a
nonpsychologicd definition of logic, one in which “the logicd form is dready redized
in the symbol itsdf” (W1:166). If | tel you that “every spider is black”, in uttering this
judgment which | take to be true of every pider, it is not necessary for a transcendenta
ego to account for the unification of this judgment; ingead, the power of unification
sems from the aready present representation. The spider (object), which is the subject,
and evilness (qudity), the predicate, are unified in a representation, which in English is
signified by the copula®

Therefore, in atempting to give our own Sdf a unity of condgtency, the
conception of a transcendenta subject is not only ad hoc, it is superfluous, and our
psychologicd consciousness fulfils the function of recognition of a sdf that is dready
represented.  So while every thought may have a psychologica character to it, this
character is not the essential character for rendering our sense-impressons coherent or
meaking them unified. The essentid character for Peirce inheres in the symbol itsdlf.

Representation involves the introduction of a consstency. A piece of paper or a
chair has the potentidity of being unified so long as it is capable of a representationa
consgency. There are a number of phenomena of the sense-manifold that escape our
representation, for example distant stars or minute particles, but so long as these objects
are capable of being stood for, i.e. 0 long as they have the capacity for representation,
they are capable of being unified conggently. Perce himsdf is found of illudrating this
point with following example take a diamond that had never undergone any pressure,
and suppose that it had been consumed by fire, was that diamond really hard
(EP2:356)? The answer for Peirce is yes, because the meaning of hardness conssts not
in the sengble result that actualy took place, but the sensble result that would have
ensued if there had been pressure on the diamond. The introduction of a unity of
condgency is found in the diamond's capacity for being represented in a certan
respect. If the diamond was not cgpable of being represented as being hard, it would
fal to beadiamond at dl.

However, Perces method of unifying the sense-manifold involves not only
representation, but two other necessarily presupposed categories. One of the categories
presupposed by reference to an interpretant (representation) is that of reference to a



ground or quality, or as Perce later put it, a First. Another category presupposed by
reference to an interpretant is that of reference to acorrelate, later called a Second.

While unification is complete when there is reference to an interpretant, which
unites the manifold directly, adso tied to substance is the presuppodtion that there is
something which is represented, i.e. reference to a co-rdation, and with this reference to
something actud there is the necessary presupposed something possible. No unity of
conggtency is gained from reference to mere posshility for it only serves as a reference
to a ground or quality. It is only the conception of pure abstraction from representation,
and being dways the nature of something mediate, it escapes the full capacity of
representetion for it is posshility itsdf. Furthermore, no unity of condstency is gained
from the second conception which is reference to a corrdate for there fails to be any
connection between that which is possble and that which is actud. As mentioned, unity
of the manifold is gained by the third conception, that of reference to the interpretant,
whose essentid power isthat of comparison.

Moving on, Peirce writesin “On aNew Ligt of Categories’:

But gnce there is a manifold of impressions, we have a fedling of complication or
confuson which leads us to differentiate this impresson from that, and then
having been differentiated, they require to be brought to unity. Now they are not
brought to unity until we conceive them together as being ours, that is, until we
refer them to a conception as their interpretant (EP1:6)

In order for anything to be brought to unity, it must have a least the capacity to
be brought to unity in some manner. Unity is recognized as being achieved once the
conception becomes ours, but recognition that something is united can only take place if
the manifold in quedtion is dready represented in some manner. The principles of
signification then are more fundamental with regard to the unity of consistency than the
particular consciousness in which it occurs or any human will that it is associated with,
but snce we cannot usefully distinguish a representation that occurs completdly outside
of the mind, the didinction is only useful insofar as we remember that the principles of
gonification are primary to a paticular psychology, and therefore, the principles of
representation provide the principles that regulate any clear understanding of the salif.

To summaize Perce's fird novety with regard to underganding the sdf is that
the sdf gans its unity of condsency as a dgn, and this representationd (logicd)
conggency is primary to any psychologica recognition and is not in need of a
transcendental ego.  Peirce puts this concisely when he says “consgsency belongs to
eveary d9gn, S0 far as it is a 9gn; and therefore every dgn, since it sgnifies primarily that
it is a 9gn, dgnifies its own condgency” (EPL54). It follows that the sdf is firg and
foremog a sgn. This indght is key for it avoids trying to begin undersanding sefhood
from aparticular psychologica or materidigtic perspective.

Every sgn dands for an object and stands to an interpretant, SO one manner in
which we might address the nature of te sdf is to examine the connection between the
Sign and the Object — with respect to the sdif, thisrelation is symboalic.

The SAf is not merdly an icon.  With respect to the sgn-object relation, the salf
does not merely resemble its object. Perce says that “lcons ae s0 completely
subdtituted for their objects as hardly to be digtinguished from them” (EP1:226). This is
not the case with the sdf. Who we are now has changed in many consderable respects
from who we were. The SAf is not merdly an index either.  With respect to the sign-
object relation, Perce tels us that the pure indexicad rdation “assarts nothing; it only
says ‘Therel’ It takes a hold of our eyes, as it were, and forcibly directs them to a



particular object, and there it stops’ (EP1:226; Cf. EP2:306). The index and the icon
cannot convey meaning on their own (EP2:306-307; EPL1.6).

The ggn-object relation of the Sdf is symbolic, as such it involves an index (a
replica) to indicate what the object is, and an icon whereby the sgn resembles the object
in quesion. One didtinction that Peirce makes between the three is tha the symboalic
relation is purposive, if you subtract this purposve reaion an index results. If then we
subtract the power of the index to refer, i.e its denotative power, it becomes an icon.
Additiondly, there is an infdlible criterion for determining whether the dgn-object
relation is indexicd or symbolic (Cf. EP2:318). If an index were never interpreted, it
would remain the same sgn despite not having been interpreted. However, a symboal, if
it were never interpreted, would ether not be a sgn at dl, or would be a Sgn in a very
different way. The reason for this is that for the Sgn to stand to its object, it needs an
interpretant to ground it* In grounding the sign-object relation, the interpretant alows
the symbol to grow, or to mean more than it did before the interpretant provides the
sgn with the reason that dlows it to stand for an object. Without our interpretation, our
persona self would remain wholly vague.

What the symbol desres is an interpretant that decreases the indeterminacy,
followed by another interpretant that further decreases the indeterminacy, and so on.
The symbol seeks out interpretants to represent itsdf, or as Peirce put it “The symbol
represents itsdf to be represented” (EP2:323). Applied to the Sdf, we engage in
interpretation in order to represent oursdves. It is not then that thought is in us, but we
are expressed by thought. Our sdf is expressed by the gamut of our expressons. Al
our fedlings, actions, and habits as they are expressed build upon and reach out to make
our conception of who we are more determinate.  This semiotic process is what our
persondity is, and because it is teleologicd, and because previous habits determine
present habits, who we are now is dready determinative of actsin the future (EP1:331).

The Symbol (Argument) is diginguished from the Index and the lcon in a
number of ways. | have dready referred to one manner, that being the symbol contains
purpose, but a more explicit way of addressng this point is condgdering the ground of
the sgn. The ground of a sgn is that which alows the sgn to stand for its object, i.e.
the bass or reason that dlows the dgn to represent its object. With respect to the
object-g9gn reation, the ground of the symboal is found in the interpretant, as opposed to
the index, where it is found in the object, and the icon, where it is found in the sgn
itA=f.

But while the ground of a symbal is found in the interpretant, the interpretant is
ads a dgn, and therefore its ground cannot be found in itsdf, but must be found in
another interpretant. Peirce writesin “New Elements’:

Hardly any symbol directly signifies the characters it signifies; for whatever it
signifies it signifies by its power of determining another sign signifying the same
character (EP2:317).

The ground then of any symbal lies in the interpretant, and the ground of this
interpretant (which is a ggn), is found in another interpretant. Wheat is the ground of the
interpretant of a symbol? Answer: another interpretant, which is a symbol.> And what
is the ground of that symbol? Answer: another interpretant, which is a symbol. So,
gnce each interpretant of a symbol is another symbol, a symbol can be said to grow or
reproduce itsdf for the purpose of ganing a ground. Each determination of an
interpretant by a symbol demands another symbol for the relation of the object to the
Sgn to be reveded. But this is not a mere reproduction of identica symbols — rather,



the symbol grows for it acts as a ground for dl previous sgn-object relaions. The
symbol then is a purpose because the whole ggnification of a symbal is found in its
determining an interpretant, and the whole ggnification of that interpretant conggsts in
the interpretant it determines, and so on.

If the manner in which the sgn sands for its object is symbolic, the relaion is
powered by the interpretant (which is its ground). When we condder that Peirce
conceves that:

The identity of a man consists in the consistency of what he does and thinks, and
consistency is the intellectua character of a thing; that is, it is its expressing
something (EP1:54).

Then in order to determine what the Sdf is, we only have to determine what the
SHf does, and for Perce, making this determination involves determining what the
symbal will ultimately express. Determining the sdf then involves a leest two hurdles.
The firg pertains to symbol growth. It isn't as if we can amply tdly up dl of the
effects that we currently have and say we have made the sdf totaly determinate. In
attempting to make sense of the sdf, we are contributing to its growth. Each new
interpretant cals for another interpretant in order to ground the previous interpretant,
and in doing this the symbol seeks to make itsdf become more meaningful. This isn't
merely true of the Sdf; Peirce asks “does dectricity mean more now than it did in the
days of Franklin?’ (EPL1:54). Does your conception of C.S. Peirce, personal identity,
samiotics mean more to you now than it did a the beginning of this paper? If symbols
remain stagnant, then who we are now means no more today than it did on the day of
our birth.

The second difficulty pertains to the fact that symbols are doubly indeterminate,
i.e. they are both vague and generd. This difficulty was well recognized in connection
to the conception of sdf by André De Tienne in his paper titled “The Sign in Person.”
In it he recognized that the sdf is general in o far as it leaves a leve of latitude to the
interpretant and vague in 0 far as there is a levd of latitude of symbolization within the
symbol itsdlf (15). In presenting an explanation of these two important conceptions, we
might begin to frame the discusson with a definition that includes a sop to Cerberus. a
symbol is dways a dgn of expectaion and memory; it dways needs further
development and is dways restricted by previous interpretations® This need for further
development makes both the sign’'s relation to the object and the sign’s rdation to the
interpretant indeterminate.

Fird, if the Sgn-object relation to the interpretant is indeterminate, it is because
its expresson to the interpretant dlows for a high latitude of interpretation, where there
is no obvious redriction by the object. This is what it means for a Sgn to be general.
For example, in the statement “Only hire employees that are hard-working”, the sgn-
object relation to the interpretant alows room for the interpreter to further narrow
exactly which employees to hire. There are a number of hardworking employees in the
world, and developing a criterion for choosing is up to the interpreter. Peirce gives the
example “pant this room a light color’, the panter is given a degree of latitude of
interpretation as to which color should be chosen (EP2:395).

Second, A dgn is vague if its ration to the object is lacking in sufficiency to
make a determinate interpretation, whereby there is redtriction on the interpretant by the
object. For example, the statement “Paint the walls of this room my favorite color” is
vague because | do not specify wha my favorite color is and my favorite color is not
drictly dependent upon the sign’'s relation to the interpretant; rather, it is determined by



what | atet my favorite color to be, i.e. the object is “my favorite color” and the
painter’ s interpretation is restricted by this object.”

As was mentioned, the sdf is a symbol and it is both generd and vague. It is
vague insofar as determining who you are is indeterminate because the object redtricts
your interpretation of who you are.  Your identity condsts of your habits, and your
habits will not al change unless this is a result from a previous cognition or habit. What
is uncler to your <df is that the object of your sdf is not fully reveded by your
previous interpretation.®  Your particular sdf, a any moment, is not wholly determined
by your interpretation, but is restricted by the object and what it expresses to the sign.
The sf then is vague, because in atempting to determine the sdf, this determination is
partialy restricted by the object of the sign.

Furthermore, the Sdf is general insofar as determining who you are is patidly
dependent upon the choices you make regarding your Future Sdf. Determining who
you are involves symbalic preparation, i.e. shaping your habits.
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A vague sgn then has a number of possble objects, but the interpretant is
limited by the intended object. A dgn that is generd has a number of posshle
interpretants, and there is an absence of explicit redriction of interpretation by the
object. Thus, since dl symbols are genera and vague, indeterminacy is douwble: there is
a redriction put on the interpretant by an indeterminate object as wel as a ldtitude of
interpretation given to the interpretant by alevel of absence of redtriction by the object.

Who you are then is generd insofar as there is some latitude of interpretation
with regard to determining who you will be — you can prepare the way for your future
symbols by imagining possble scenarios that you are likely to encounter and readjust
how you act depending on the scenarios that might ensue. The ground for any symbol
is found in the interpretant of future symbols and likewise the purpose of your life is
found in your future or find symbol, and, insofar as no one€'s purpose is fully reveded
to them, our sdlf, asasymboal, is doubly indeterminate.

As mentioned earlier, if symbols remain stagnant, then who we are now means
no more today than it did on the day of our birth. If there is no indeterminacy with
regard to the conception of our sEf, then there is no room for the conception to grow. If
we profess totd and utter knowledge of the sdf then our future discoveries and
experiences will not dter who we are.  Perceg's conception of the sdf adlows for the
levd of present indeterminacy which is present in any sdf. Our sdf then is generd
inofar as it leaves much of the interpretation up to us to determine, i.e. our
determination lies in the future, as something potentia, and the process of our lives is an
effort to reach this find interpretant which is a symbol. A sdf is dso vague insofar as
who we areis restricted by our previous habits and what we are capable of doing.®



Let me kip past Peirce's notion of the index and move graight to his conception
of replica. The centrd features of the index seem to be its sngular reation between the
object and the sgn, the actuad existence of the object and the sgn/representamen, and
that if either of the related objects were to be destroyed the relation would not persi<,
and the fact would be imposshle (EP2:163, 274, EP1:253-254). A replica is an
embodied symbol in indexicd form. An example of a replica would be the word “sdf”.
The word “sdf” occurs throughout this paper; it has been inked on the page by a printer
a number of times, but as a pure index it does not communicate any information. For
ay index to convey information it must be connected with an icon, i.e the Sgn mus
resemble the object in some regpect. An index empty of an icon fals to convey
information because it merdly points, it directs our atention, it localizes, but does little
ese  But, when an icon is employed, or when an index “forces something to be an
icon” then information is conveyed. If | were to dhriek, your immediate attention would
be directed towards its origin, but the nature of the shriek would lack information unless
it resembled another shriek you may have heard previoudy, and, by comparison, you
would be adle to extract information concerning the nature of this Sgn.  Since the word
“sdf” looks dmilar every time we notice it, we could sy that the symbal is the
common character among these indices, i.e. the common icon employed by each index,
but Perce explicitly says “a law [symbol] is not a mere common character of events’
(EP2:313). Anindex that employs an icon is meaningless without the care of a symbol.

Peirce tels us that “a law [symbol] necessarily governs, or ‘is embodied in’
individuds, and prescribes some of ther qudities’, but tha “individuds do not
conditute the matter of a general” (EP2:274, 316). This is because Peirce held that a
symbol is not the totd aggregate number of individuas or the common character among
the indices, but is ingead that which defines these red individuds facts and is that to
which the individuds will conform (EP2:314, 316, 274). The meaning of every index
of the word “sdf” on this page is governed by the symboal, and it is this symbol which
governs our association with those icons present in an index. So, we see that the
symbol is not the mere common character among the indices, but instead the law that
governs our association of icons that are found in an index.

Present in the symbolic sdf is the indexicd sdf and an iconic sdf. The
indexicd sdf condgts of the reacting sngulars, the iconic sdf condgs of the qudities
(possibilities). It is the symbol that regulates the association of qudities that are present
in an index, and as the symbol grows, it reorganizes old configurations of qudities and
sdlects new posshilities that are present in the index. This indght gives s a method for
differentiating one person from ancther. A person is a purpose, and persons can share a
purpose. If there was no difference with regard to two purposes, then they are replicas
of one symbol or purpose:  both will stand for the same immediate object. The above
shows that we are capable of sharing in personhood because we are capable of sharing
in symbolhood, i.e. we share, by degree, in the law that organizes possbilities that
found in actud reacting sngulars.

The df is, as Pairce says, awave not avortex. Itisa

“form assumed by parts of a body which are out of equilibrium, such that as fast
as the particles return they are replaced by others moving into neighboring
positions of stress, so that the whole disturbance is continually popagated into
new parts of the body while preserving more or less the perfectly the same shape
and other characters’ (EP2:515n12).



The person is a symbolicad unity: a symbol growing into another symbal. It is a
process embodied in existence, one that directs, influences, but never forces the index
towards an end through the organization and sdlection of the posshbilities that are found
init. A symbol without an index is empty, an index without an icon lacks posshility,
and an index without a symbal is not even a nothing. A sdf without a body has no
power or efficacy to be actua, a body without a purpose obeys no laws, has no habits,
and lacks any meaning a dl. And, a body without any qudities fals to even be a
possible notion.

To conclude, let me make one smdl point on life after deeth. Who we are is
something that is meaningful even after we die just as Perce thought that he would live
on in his theory of the categories, we will live on in the growth of our symbol, a symbol
which has an actua body, one that may exis in our children, our neighbors, or anything
that takes on our purpose. Peirce clamed that thought is not in us but it is we who are
in thought. And, in the same way, you and | do not have a particular purpose that we
“own” al for ourselves, but the expressed purpose produces as one of its products a
personal identity, a symbol whom we serve temporarily with our physica bodies and
eternaly contribute to with other replica  Our physica body is not the sole replica of
the sdf: our bodies may decay and fail, but each of us will continue to live in those
whom we have inspired to make our purpose grow, and we dl share in the sdf of
universe, of our neighbors, and of each and every meaningful representation that seeks
to make itsdf known by further representation. There is much cdamity in this growth
for behind each door lies the posshbility of the strong hand of Secondness that bars our
passage until we have solved its Riddle.

The purpose of C.S. Perce lives on in dl of those who interpret him; his symbol
grows in a vaiety of different directions and the presentation of his message has been
expanded beyond its origind form and is found in new replica He lives in and through
al those notable scholars mentioned at  the beginning of this essay, and the discovery of
the meaning of his purpose, and our own, is our one task.°

1 This paper is an abridged version of alonger paper still in progress.

2 Cf. Rosensohn (1974:31-32) for amore detailed account asto this essay’ simportance.

3 Cf. “Chapter 1. One, Two, and Three” (W2:103) where Peirce notes the function of the copula. Cf. also
“New Elements’ (EP2:310 - bottom) where Peirce contends that it is the juxtaposition of words that
signifies representation has occurred. Thereisno contradiction here; Peirceisusing “is’ asthesign
which denotes conjunction; juxtaposition fulfills the same function, but denotes in a more ghostly
manner.

* While the understanding of what Peirce meant by ground is not clear, | defineit asfollows: A ground is
the "the pure form or abstraction which isthe original of the thing and of which the concrete thing is only
theincarnation” (W1:474); assuch it is pre-relational, or aFirst, that is hypothetically applied to the sense
manifold for the attainment of unification; the ground further gives the reason any sign ispotentially
capable of standing for its Object.

° On this point, see Liszka (1997:24), CP 5.594, EP2: 322.

® Thisis aRoycean inspired sop (Cf. Royce 244-245)

" Another example of the distinction between vagueness and generality can be found in logicin the
difference between the selective pronouns “every” and “some.” “Every” supposes a selection by the
interpreter, whereas “some” supposes a selection by the deliverer of the proposition. For example, in the
proposition “Every man dies’, the interpreter can chose from every man in thisworld and he will, given
due time, perish. | the statement “ Some men die”, the selection is made by the deliverer of the
proposition; the deliverer hasin mind some particular group or some one man who will, given due time,
die (Cf. CC: 129-130). Confer also Ransdell (1997:172-173) for an explanation of the utter’s intention
relates to the object.

8 Growth in the meaning of the interpretant allows for growth of the immediate object, and when the
immediate object is equivalent to the dynamic object, truth is obtained (Cf. Ransdell 1997:169)



9 Cf. Santaella (2003) for more discussion on the generality of the symbol.

19| owe explicit thanks to Dr. De Tienne who did a careful job in laying a semiotic groundwork so that
this paper might be born, that | might flourish academically, and who inspired me to study philosophy. |
also owe athanks to Dr. Colapietro who provided a number of suggestions on an earlier draft, all of
which | couldn’t address in this paper.
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