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Universidad de Navarra.

Nathan Houser’s academic work has been extremely important for the
development of Peircean scholarship in the Hispanic world. In my paper, I recall my first
contacts with Professor Houser, my visits to the Peirce Edition Project in Indianapolis, his
visit to the Grupo de Estudios Peirceanos in Navarra, and highlight his permanent support
for the development of research and study of the thought and figure of Charles Sanders
Peirce in Spain, Argentina and in other Hispanic countries. In particular, I would like to
highlight some of his virtues such as his academic rigor, his cordiality, and his ability
to welcome people who know nothing and who want to study Charles Sanders Peirce.
Undoubtedly, Houser has been the most eminent Peircean scholar in the last decades. In
particular I like to remember not only the panel “The Cosmopolitan Peirce: The Impact
of his European Experience” that we organized with Sara Barrena, Nathan Houser and
myself at the Charles S. Peirce International Centennial Congress, which took place in
Lowell, Massachusetts in 2014, but also his moving Memorial Meeting, titled “Peirce’s
Tragic Struggle with Destiny,” that he gave in those days at St. Anne’s Episcopal Church
in Lowell.
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O trabalho académico de Nathan Houser foi de extrema importdancia para o
desenvolvimento dos estudos peircianos no mundo hispdanico. Neste artigo, relembro meus
primeiros contatos com o Professor Houser, minhas visitas ao Peirce Edition Project, em
Indianapolis, sua visita ao Grupo de Estudios Peirceanos, em Navarra, e destaco seu
apoio permanente ao desenvolvimento da pesquisa e do estudo do pensamento e da obra
de Charles Sanders Peirce na Espanha, na Argentina e em outros paises hispdnicos. Em
particular, gostaria de destacar algumas de suas virtudes, como seu rigor académico,
sua cordialidade e sua capacidade de acolher pessoas que nada sabiam, mas desejavam
estudar Charles Sanders Peirce. Sem duvida, Houser foi o mais eminente estudioso de
Peirce nas ultimas décadas. Em especial, gosto de recordar ndo apenas o painel “O
Peirce Cosmopolita: o Impacto de sua Experiéncia Europeia”, que organizamos com Sara
Barrena, Nathan Houser e eu durante o Congresso Internacional do Centendrio de Charles
S. Peirce, realizado em Lowell, Massachusetts, em 2014, mas também sua emocionante
conferéncia memorial, intitulada “A Tragica Luta de Peirce com o Destino”, proferida
naqueles dias na Igreja Episcopal de Santa Ana (St. Anne's Episcopal Church), em Lowell.
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In the year 1991, after having been trained in the tradition of analytic
philosophy (Quine, Kripke, Putnam, etc.), my mentor, professor Alejandro
Llano, suggested to me that I should concentrate my attention on an
individual relevant philosopher to overcome the piecemeal character of



my analytic training. I talked with several colleagues to find out who the philosopher was that deserved
my attention. Leonardo Polo, an old colleague from Navarra, suggested that, since I was a pragmatic
person — I had been working for 13 years in the administration of my university —, and I was interested
in Communication Theory, perhaps Charles S. Peirce was the right choice.

After talking with other colleagues, and in particular after being personally affected by the reading
of Walker Percy’s lecture The Divided Creature (Percy, 1989) I decided that Charles S. Peirce was my
philosopher. In fact, my first contact with Nathan Houser was a letter I wrote him on the 21st of May of
1991 telling him that I had read his impressive introduction to the fourth volume of the Chronological
Edition (1879-1884), and I asked his help to get more information about Peirce’s journey to Spain in
the fall of 1870. Houser took some time to reply to my letter since he was overloaded with work, but
his answer on October 14 was marvelous and fruitful, sending me photocopies of thirteen slips of Max
H. Fisch related with Peirce’s visit to Spain, and suggesting several avenues for further exploration on
that line. What he sent us was a real treasure, and it was the germ of the book I wrote years later with
Fernando Zalamea (Nubiola; Zalamea, 2006), and of the fifteen-year-long project (2007-2022) about
the European travels of Peirce that we have been developing with Sara Barrena and other colleagues
(Barrena; Nubiola, 2022).

On a personal note, | want to say that Nathan Houser was the first friendly hand who helped me
when I entered in the field of Peirce’s scholarship more than thirty years ago, opening for me generously
not only his wisdom, but also the doors and files with all the documents that they had been able to put
together in the Peirce Edition Project.

In the immediately following years we had some sparse correspondence, congratulating him for
his appointment in 1994 as General Editor and Director of the Peirce Edition Project and for his superb
introduction to the Essential Peirce (1994). In my letter I added “I await the occasion to meet you in
person” (April 29, 1994) and in the following letter I suggested: “If you are coming to Europe this year,
I will be really pleased to invite you to come to Pamplona to visit us and to have a seminar with our
incipient Group of Peirce Studies” (October 10, 1994).

The occasion to meet Nathan in person presented itself at the conference of the Society for the
Advancement of American Philosophy in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in March 1997. As a present for
him I brought my first discovery of Peirce: his signature in the book of visitors of Alhambra the 7th of
November 1870. On March 18, Nathan wrote to me saying that he was very pleased to have met me and
that maybe the next time we could have dinner or at least a drink. From his answer I realize now that this
first personal contact was very formal, but things would change in the following years.

In 1998 electronic mail was already much more developed and this made our intermittent connection
in dealing with scholarly issues much easier. A very important milestone was the publication of the sixth
volume of the Writings of Charles S. Peirce, corresponding to the years 1886-1890, with a wonderful
introduction by Nathan, in May of the year 2000. I was invited by the Transactions of the Charles S.
Peirce Society to prepare a review of that volume, and I cannot resist to read a paragraph of what [ wrote:

As in volume 4 and 5, perhaps the most interesting piece of the entire book is Nathan
Houser’s masterly introduction of sixty pages [...] It is possible to download it from
the web of the Peirce Edition Project at the preferred character size and to go through
the hardcopy freely with a yellow marker: I can assure that it is really a very pleasant
experience and it is the way of getting the best benefit of that thoughtful and accurate
presentation of Peirce’s life and intentions from ‘one of the most knowledgeable
scholars —if not the most knowledgeable— of a younger generation’, as Vincent
Colapietro [1991, p. 236] wrote in relation with the volume 4. The main result of
these introductions, —and to my view, it is perhaps the most relevant by-product
of the entire chronological edition—, is that the (until recently) prevailing image



of Peirce as an obscure philosopher and an eccentric semiotician is slowly being
replaced by a more accurate presentation of him as a real scientist working seriously
and strenuously during thousands of hours over many years with measurements in
astronomy and geodesy, and as a philosopher developing his philosophical insights
by reflecting upon his scientific experience. (Nubiola, 2001, p. 123).

During these twenty-five years, | have been several times in Indianapolis, particularly in the summertime.
My memory and my records are not able to provide an accurate report of my several stays there. What
I want to highlight is Nathan’s warm hospitality with me, with young scholars, and, in particular,
something that impressed me was his warm attendance of old, retired scholars. Among those that he was
able to attend to and give work to make their life more useful in an academic environment were Irving
Anellis, Shea Zellweger, David Pfeiffer, and others. I met several of them in my stays and they were
extremely grateful to Nathan for offering them the possibility to help the Project, thus giving more sense
to their lives.

Nathan opened his files for our project on Peirce’s European travels and attended to all our questions;
perhaps even some trivial ones, but he always answered with attention and detail. I remember well my
stay in the summer of 2009 when I went with my co-author Sara Barrena and her 8-year-old daughter
Sarita, who enjoyed herself a lot by helping us with the photocopies. We did thousands of photocopies
of Peirce’s letters of his third, fourth and fifth European trips and all the related material which was kept
with care in the Peirce Edition Project in Indianapolis. The other members of the Project, in particular
André de Tienne and Cornelis de Waal, also attended us marvelously.

I want to remember an official meeting of several days — perhaps in the spring of 1998 — that we
had in Indianapolis with Joe Ransdell, Tom Short and the members of the Project to discuss the present
and the future of editing Peirce’s manuscripts. Those were wonderful days of academic pleasure. I
remember well how Joe Ransdell insisted on putting all the manuscripts on the internet, instead of
pursuing a so demanding academic edition as has been pursued in Indianapolis.

I can also recall as if it were yesterday a conversation in the summer of 2005 in Indianapolis with
Nathan Houser, the late Brazilian semiotician Lauro Frederico Barbosa da Silveira, who passed in
2021, and Ignacio Redondo, who was there to advance his doctoral dissertation on a Peircean theory of
communication. I was impressed that, after attentively listening to what Redondo was exposing, Houser
indicated that the notion of collateral experience seemed essential to understanding the semiotic process
of communication. Today this notion is commonplace to understand the semiotic process: collateral
experience is a prerequisite for significance

I also want to remember how we met in Washington in August of the year 2000 in order to look
for photographs of Peirce in the Smithsonian Institution. We were not able to find new photographs of
Peirce, but in those days, I had the honor of visiting Paul Weiss with Nathan and to learn from Weiss how
happy he was with the chronological edition. Weiss was then one hundred years old — he died two years
later — but we had a long conversation that lasted three hours and two bottles of wine. Two years later,
in 2002, Nathan invited me to join the Advisory Board of the Chronological Edition, and 1 delightfully
accepted that honor and task.

Perhaps it is meaningful to add that most of the enjoyable moments with Nathan have been outside
of Indianapolis (when he did not have the burden of the Project upon his shoulders), taking advantage
of conferences all over the world: from Helsinki to Sao Paulo, and, in particular, in the annual meeting
of the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy or the American Philosophical Association.



Our meeting in Denver, Colorado in May of 2003 comes to mind , when we were confined for several
days by the blizzard of the century. And our meeting in East Lansing, Michigan, when we were looking
for a new editor of the Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society, after the resignation of Randy
Dipert. We were extremely happy that Doug Anderson accepted, for three years, that difficult task in a
moment that was very delicate for the journal. If my memory does not fail, I was the president that year
of the Peirce Society and the help and wise advice from Nathan was essential to the successful solution
of that problem after Peter Hare’s death.

Until now I have not mentioned Aleta, and I want to mention now how supportive she has always
been of Nathan’ s work, and how has also opened her house up to me.

I want to highlight that Nathan Houser has travelled extensively throughout the world in order to
develop Peirce’s scholarship. He visited us in Navarra, Spain, in 2002 and also took part in the Jornadas
Peirceanas de Buenos Aires in 2006, giving five lectures in different places of Buenos Aires in two or
three days without any complaints.

On his visit to Spain, he was accompanied by Aleta. The journey was possible thanks to the support
of the Government of Navarra and the universities of Santiago de Compostela and Auténoma de Madrid,
where Nathan also delivered some talks. His stay in Spain covered the 13th-27th of April of 2002. As
a good summary of his visit to Navarra, [ want to read some excerpts of the email he sent me upon his
return to Indianapolis, since his message exhibits his great heart extremely well:

Dear Jaime, we too felt some sadness as our plane carried us away from your
university and your warm hospitality. But we had a good sense of satisfaction as well
and in the week (almost) since we have been back in Indianapolis our gratefulness to
you has only increased. I am in your debt for the many experiences we had in Spain
and, also, for contacts and ideas that I believe will be useful for PEP and for Peirce
scholarship.

There are many things I want to write to you about, but I must tell you that I arrived
home to a lot of work that I am trying to catch up with but haven’t yet. So, I will
have to wait for a few days to pick up some of the threads we began to weave in
Pamplona [...].

I must say, Jaime, that the Besugo de Guetaria is one of the fine memories of both
Aleta and me, but it was the warm companionship of you and Juan and Sara and
Cesar that fine day on the Bay of Biscay that we treasure [...]

Thank you again for everything, Jaime. I was very glad to get to know you better.
And I was also very glad to meet some of your excellent students.

Warm regards from Aleta and of course from me, Nathan. (Houser, 2002).

Four years later, in September of 2006, we were fortunate to have Nathan Houser take part in the
Jornadas “Peirce in Argentina” that we have been celebrating every two years in Buenos Aires. He gave
the closing lecture, under the title “Peirce in the 21 Century: A Chance for Contrite Fallibilism,” dealing
in particular with the then recent book of Joseph Margolis, Reinventing Pragmatism and The Unraveling
of Scientism." 1 copy Nathan’s first paragraph in which he may appear like a prophet of chat GPT:

As philosophy finds its footing in this new millennium, there is some reason to suppose
that Peirce will play a larger role in setting its course than anyone would have expected

1 Thelecture is available in Spanish at <https://www.unav.es/gep/I|PeirceArgentinaHouser.html>. The text is based in Houser (2005; 2006b).



during most of the half-century that followed the 1951 publication of Quine’s “Two
Dogmas of Empiricism.” There are many reasons for this welcome prospect, not least
of which is the rising profile of pragmatism world-wide — even at home. It’s hard
to say what got things turned around. My favorite candidate is Artificial Intelligence,
that minor movement within the now ubiquitous Computer Revolution. Suddenly it
became respectable again to talk about the difference between mind and body (our
software and hardware), to worry about qualitative consciousness, to consider the
relation between “information,” the Al analog of beliefs, and procedures for certain
performances, to consider new logics for information acquisition and integration,
and even to investigate the apparent necessity that information be situated in some
specified world and linked to it indexically.

And these are the last lines of that lecture:

Given the centrality of fallibilism [...], it is indeed time that we Peirceans try out the
idea that Peirce’s fallibilism is a rich web of interconnected ideas running through
all of Peirce’s thought, a cable of ideas that supports the doctrine that we must never
be cock-sure of any belief or knowledge claim. In this spirit, I offer this paper as a
small step toward a more intensive examination of Peirce’s sprawling fallibilism, one
that will occupy many of us for many years to come in an extended community of
investigators.

That is very important. For Nathan, Peirce has never been a thinker stalled in the shelves of a
forgotten library. He has always held that Peirce is a philosopher and scientist for the 21st century!

During his days in Argentina, Houser gave talks in five different universities or centers of research,
including Universidad Catolica Argentina, Universidad de La Plata and Universidad de Quilmes. I
deeply admired his patience, peacefully answering basic questions about what pragmatism is. As had
happened in Spain, I remember that we also had wonderful asados in Puerto Madero or Recoleta.

I want to highlight that Nathan has been exceptionally important for the development of Peirce’s
scholarship in the Hispanic world with his warm support to the Grupo de Estudios Peirceanos in Argentina
during his many years of academic activity. He also supported the work of Fernando Zalamea and all his
fruitful schools in mathematics and other areas in Colombia. Houser has always been particularly open
to young scholars interested in entering the field of Peirce scholarship.

As most of you know, in the summer of 2014, the Charles S. Peirce International Centennial Congress
was held in Lowell, Massachusetts, . The climax of that impressive conference probably was the moving
Memorial Meeting, with the title “Peirce’s Tragic Struggle with Destiny,” that Nathan Houser delivered
at St. Anne’s Episcopal Church.

Houser gave a memorial portrayal of Peirce that honored him but also revealed a deep tension
running through the course of Peirce’s life. According to Houser:

The main source of this tension was Peirce’s dual commitment to two paths through
life, one devoted to philosophy and the other to experimental science. Peirce’s talent
and early training, and his father’s connections, led him into science and a career
with the U. S. Coast Survey, where he worked for over thirty years. Through his work
for the Survey, he made important contributions to astronomy and geodetic science
and significantly improved the reputation of American science. But his heart was
always with logic and philosophy. He had turned to philosophy in his early teens and



before he turned thirty had made substantial contributions to logic and philosophy.
Difficulties that grew out of the conflicting demands of his dual commitment,
magnified by his own foibles and opposition from parties and circumstances beyond
his control, prevented Peirce from achieving the destiny that should have been his.
He suffered terribly in his struggle to keep it from slipping away but eventually found
solace in his contrite fallibilism— in his acceptance of his limitations as an individual
and in the belief that he was part of a great community of investigators working
its way toward the truth. Peirce was certainly a great man of thought, but he was
thwarted from fulfilling his potential by his own failings and by the failure of society
to accommodate his genius. (Houser, 2014a).

The reading of this abstract cannot provide any glimpse of the solemn and, in some sense, religious
atmosphere that we felt that beautiful afternoon in the episcopalian church of Lowell. Nathan was
moved, as were all of us by his words.

On a personal note, [ want to highlight how Nathan willfully took part in the panel that Sara Barrena
and I organized in that congress under the general title: “The Cosmopolitan Peirce: The Impact of his
European Experience.” This was a wonderful way of acknowledging the work Sara and I had been doing
for decades in Spain. I copy his abstract:

Peirce, like his father before him, was proud of his American heritage and was
convinced of his fitness to stand shoulder to shoulder with scientists and philosophers
from any place or time. Yet, as he well understood, scientific progress is a long-term
communal enterprise, and he knew that the roots of his own knowledge sprang from
European thought. To understand Peirce as an American philosopher it is necessary
to grasp that he was profoundly influenced by European thought and culture and to
inquire how his American and European experiences worked together to form his
ideas and shape him into the world philosopher he became. (Houser, 2014b).

We were extremely happy with Nathan’s support and our three papers were finally published in the
Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society (Barrena, 2014; Nubiola, 2014).

At the end of the conference, we went to Milford, PA, to install a plaque in the name of the Centennial
Congress in the wall of Peirce’s study in Arisbe, his house in his last decades of life. We also made some
improvements in Peirce’s burial place in the cemetery and had a wonderful dinner in the Fauchére Hotel
in Milford.

As most of you know, American pragmatism has been remote from the schools of thought that constitute
the center of Western philosophical reflection. Among European philosophers, pragmatism has commonly
been seen as an “American way” of dealing with knowledge and truth, as something alien to the general
discussion. However, in the last decades, analytic philosophy and pragmatism have started to become
understood as two different aspects of one general philosophical tradition. For instance, nowadays it is a
commonplace to understand the philosophy of the later Wittgenstein as a pragmatist one.

A key source for the development of an integral study of both traditions can be found in Charles
S. Peirce, the founder of pragmatism, who was identified by Karl-Otto Apel as the milestone in the
transformation of transcendental philosophy into analytic philosophy. Rather than considering the
analytic movement as a sudden break from the American pragmatist tradition of the early part of the
20th century, it is more illuminating to realize the close affinity between them. The recent resurgence
of pragmatism also confirms the continuity between both movements: the latter can be understood as a
development or modulation of the previous movement.



What I want to highlight is that the role of Nathan Houser in this whole process has been extremely
important. Not only has he been the leader of the Peirce Edition Project during a couple of decades, but
his superb historical studies about Charles Sanders Peirce have also been epitomized by his outstanding
introductions to the volumes four, five, six and eight of the Chronological Edition. In support of this
statement, [ bring in only one quotation from Doug Anderson in his review of volume 6. Anderson
writes about Houser’s introduction: “In my view this is the best piece of historical writing about Peirce
in the last thirty years” (Anderson, 2011). As you well know, Nathan Houser exhibits in his writings a
marvelous blend of accurate historical detail with theoretical richness that always provides a novel and
powerful understanding of hidden aspects of Peirce’s thought and life.
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