
Knowl. Org. 39(2012)No.3 
C. C. de Almeida. The Methodological Influence of Peirce’s Pragmatism on Knowledge Organization 

 

204 

The Methodological Influence of  
Peirce’s Pragmatism on  

Knowledge Organization 

Carlos Cândido de Almeida 

Departamento de Ciência da Informação–UNESP, São Paulo State University–UNESP  
(Marília-SP-BRAZIL), Av. Higyno Muzzi Filho, 737, 17525-900 - Marília, São Paulo, Brasil, 

<carlosalmeida@marilia.unesp.br> 

 

Bachelor in Library Science (University of Londrina – Brazil), MSc in Information Science (Santa Ca-
tarina Federal University – Brazil), PhD in Information Science (São Paulo State University – Brazil), 
Associate Professor at the Graduate School of Library, Archival and Information Science - São Paulo 
State University (Marília, Brazil). Research interests: epistemology of information science, evaluation 
of electronic information sources, theory of knowledge organization.  
 

Almeida, Carlos Cândido de. The Methodological Influence of Peirce’s Pragmatism on Knowledge 
Organization. Knowledge Organization. 39(3), 204-215. 35 references. 
 
ABSTRACT: Information and knowledge organization in Brazil has been historically influenced by 

theoretical linguistics. However, some aspects related to language theory and its interface with philosophy need to be further in-
vestigated, particularly the semiotic interpretation of information and knowledge organization processes. In order to advance a 
dialogue with the philosophy and semiotics of Charles Peirce (1839-1914), a theoretical and bibliographical study was carried out 
so as to understand and evaluate the contributions of the Peircean thought to information organization. It was found that several 
aspects of Peirce’s work, viewed as a whole and not just semiotic concepts, suggest fundamental points to explain issues in in-
formation and knowledge organization. Basing on the analysis of Thellefsen’s studies, this research presents some arguments 
aimed at reframing Peirce’s pragmatism, which should no longer be mistakenly considered as a doctrine of practical results, but as 
a useful methodological approach for professionals dealing with knowledge organization in the field of Information Science. 
 

Received 12 January 2012; Accepted 12 January 2012 
 

Indeed, out of a contribute fallibilism, combined with a high faith in the reality of knowledge, and an intense desire to find things out, 
all my philosophy has always seemed to me to grow−Peirce 1998, xi, CP 1.14 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
Studies on methods to organize information and 
knowledge sometimes disregard the theoretical inter-
faces between information science and other disci-
plines. The reason is that theoretical disciplines do not 
always provide practical rules or methodological pro-
cedures for information content analysis. Strategies of 
formal and thematic description of documents are 
used to organize information. Moreover, when classi-
fication systems of recorded knowledge are proposed, 
objective mechanisms for concept identification are 

employed. In both cases, we rely on linguistic theo-
ries. Such interdisciplinary bond may not be so visible 
when we discuss conceptual and methodological bases 
deriving from philosophy. This field of knowledge is 
full of theoretical possibilities, but, methodologically, 
we have noticed it is not easy to incorporate its con-
cepts and procedures. 

Information and knowledge organization in Brazil 
has been historically influenced by theoretical linguis-
tics. The connection between the Brazilian scientific 
community with the line of studies and practices for 
the treatment of information content (e.g., the French 
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document analysis proposed by the pioneer Jean-
Claude Gardin) demonstrates the relevance of lan-
guage research to experts, especially those in the 
1980’s (Cunha 1989; Smit 1989). During that period, 
many investigations were carried out in the field of 
document analysis, which resulted in applications of 
language theories to text and discourse analysis. We 
suppose that the aim of such studies was to provide 
conceptual and methodological elements for docu-
ment analysis and indexing procedures. Many ad-
vances in document analysis theory have been 
achieved in the past decades, particularly with regard 
to the phases of document analysis, from reading to 
representation in documentary languages. 

However, aspects of language theory in its interface 
with philosophy still needed further study. Indeed, a 
body of research was done in the 1990’s, but it was 
based on a panoramic reading of the language theory 
literature. The result was an approach that valued the 
compatibility between various language theories al-
though they dealt with the same object; an example of 
this was the integrated reading of sign theories of op-
posing schools. Consequently, an in-depth reading of 
each one of the philosophical approaches to language 
was a secondary concern. It is the case, for example, of 
the interpretation of information and knowledge or-
ganization processes in semiotics (science of human 
and non-human signs).  

Sign theory is not easily accepted in the theoretical 
circles of the area probably because of the difficulty in 
understanding the potential of its application. We be-
lieve that investigations in other fields of knowledge 
should not be guided by the practical necessity based 
on the premise of an immediate application of knowl-
edge. Every concept application should result from 
theoretical maturity, which is not acquired so fast. In 
this manner, semiotic theories might be much more 
accepted and applied in information and knowledge 
organization. 

The purpose of the present bibliographical and 
theoretical study was to advance a dialogue with the 
philosophy and semiotics of Charles Peirce (1839-
1914), an American logician and philosopher, and, es-
pecially, to learn and evaluate his contributions to in-
formation organization. The main thesis of this inves-
tigation was that various aspects of Peirce’s work, 
viewed as a whole and not just isolated semiotic con-
cepts, are relevant to explain problems in the field of 
information and knowledge organization.  

Considering Peirce's pragmatism as a method for 
clarifying and discerning obscure ideas in information 
and knowledge organization, this survey of the spe-

cialized literature was carried out in order to identify 
some arguments that would validate the importance of 
this approach. The studies done in this particular area 
have contributed to an understanding of the Peircean 
thought on pragmatism and its relevant application to 
knowledge organization.  

Unlike other studies on the subject, we did not as-
sume that Peirce’s contribution stems exclusively 
from semiotics. Perhaps it was due to this standpoint 
that we came to recognize semiotics as a formal sign 
science that can be a tool for the pragmatic method. 
Semiotics, particularly its branch called Speculative 
Grammar, adopts a series of concepts that are used to 
understand the indexing process; in other words, it 
describes a process that enables indexers to identify 
and extract the subject, thus revealing his/her ten-
dency to produce a type of sign. This perspective was 
advocated in the studies by Mai (1997a, 1997b, 2000, 
2001). However, it was still necessary to recognize 
how these types of signs operated semiotically and to 
relate them to Peirce’s pragmatic ideal in which Semi-
otics was separated from Pragmatism. 

Along the same line, Brazilian specialists, such as 
Pinto (1996), Moreira (2006), Monteiro (2006), and 
Moura (2006) considered semiotics as one of the con-
temporary approaches to information science without 
examining the impact of this discipline on the concept 
of information or on any processes in this area, such 
as processes of analysis and organization of knowl-
edge and information. 

Some other initiatives to establishing a dialogue 
with Peirce’s work were irrelevant to knowledge and 
information organization due to the strategies used: 
the consideration of Semiotics only from the perspec-
tive of speculative grammar; the association of Peirce’s 
interpreter with a human subject (that is, recognizing 
him as a Cartesian subject); the recovery of Peirce's 
thought without considering the philosophy com-
mentators (in particular, theorists who revise the ideas 
of classical pragmatism); and the comparison of in-
formation with a sign as an exclusive possibility of es-
tablishing an interdisciplinary dialogue between in-
formation science and semiotics. 

In general, many theoreticians, including Marcon-
des (2001) and Azevedo Netto (2002, 2008), begin 
this interface by emphasizing information as a sign, 
and resort to Peirce’s work to find a concept that may 
be useful to Information Science. Consequently, a 
Peircean approach to the problems of information 
and knowledge organization was suppressed by a se-
miotic treatment of the general phenomenon of in-
formation. 
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Throughout this paper, however, we observe that 
pragmatism was not well understood by the scientific 
community. The pragmatic models advocated by 
Peirce and William James were equally criticized, al-
though the latter popularized the concept of practical 
results. This study is an attempt to understand the 
main features of Peirce’s philosophy and then to 
elaborate on the hypothesis that his pragmatism, 
combined with semiotics, has a theoretical potential to 
suggest ways of understanding the process of concept 
signification.  

In several studies, Peirce emphasized how concepts, 
capital examples of symbolic signs, can be identified 
through pragmatic analysis, which offers practical re-
sults that are essential to a good definition. In fact, life 
for Peirce (2000, 39, CP .220) is life immersed in sym-
bols in the sense that it must have not only an appro-
priate language, but language itself is the very essence 
of thought. Language here is not meant as structure, 
as conceived by linguistic theories, but it is a way of 
relating the world and the objects. Language can be 
understood, primarily, as a process of sign action 
(semiosis) that transcends the barriers of verbal lan-
guage convention.  

Moreover, in the beginning of this research, we no-
ticed that there was a distance between the classical 
and the contemporary terminological thought (gen-
eral theory of terminology, socio-terminological the-
ory and communicative theory of terminology), as 
well as Peirce's efforts to establish an ethics of termi-
nology in scientific communities. The initial problem 
of pragmatism was to determine the criteria for fixing 
beliefs that could be understood as concepts, theories, 
or terms. Peirce sought to settle the disputes of phi-
losophers who did not come to a solution, for the 
same terms were adopted with different meanings, 
which also poses difficulties in information and 
knowledge organization. Peirce also considered the 
problem of polysemy in the scientific and speculative 
thought, and we can say that the pragmatist proposi-
tion is taken into account in the contemporary discus-
sions on terminology and concept theory. 

Amidst these theoretical obstacles and owing to the 
difficulty to articulate the themes in Peirce’s work, we 
propose here an initial dialogue without disregarding 
the possible relationships between pragmatism and 
semiotics, as well as the connection that semiotics may 
have with other themes in Peirce's philosophy. Consid-
ering the profusion and depth of the Peircean con-
cepts, we should say that revising them is eventually a 
limited task, since they permeate various areas, such as 
mathematics, geodesy, chemistry and linguistics.  

In addition, the examination of studies on informa-
tion and knowledge organization leads to the simple 
conclusion that Peirce’s semiotic concepts have been 
interpreted by linguistic approaches and other language 
theories. We believe that these integrating approaches 
to language issues have tried to unify or uniformize 
theories of the signification process. However, the 
Peircean approach has been sometimes revised without 
the philosophical and pragmatical referentials recom-
mended by the thinker himself. Probably for this rea-
son, the connection between Peirce’s pragmatism and 
semiotics has taken a long time to emerge in the field. 

Given the course of this study as described above, 
the results found suggest the need for further research 
focusing on the Peircean concepts that reveal language 
and thought phenomena and how they can determine 
a model for a professional organization of knowledge 
and information. This paper also poses a reflection 
aiming to reframe Peirce’s pragmatism not as a doc-
trine of practical results, but as a useful intellectual 
method for organizing information and knowledge. 
 
2.0  The pragmatist method and  

knowledge organization 
 
Peirce's pragmatism resulted from a long discussion 
over the methods of fixing beliefs (knowledge, con-
cepts, accepted terms). His studies that marked the 
birth of pragmatism were, suggestively, “The fixation 
of belief” (1877) and “How to make our ideas clear” 
(1878). Both aimed to recover methodological ways to 
define specialized terms. The nature of the termino-
logical problems present in Peirce's writings makes 
pragmatism a useful approach in the field of knowl-
edge organization. 

Commentators of Peirce’s work, including San-
taella (2004, 26) argue that pragmatism can be divided 
into two main periods: the first one refers to the 
pragmatic maxim, and the second one attempts to lay 
the foundations for a method to determine intellectual 
concepts based on abduction (creation of hypotheses) 
and selection of hypotheses. In the latter, pragmatism 
suggests disregarding “make-believe philosophies” and 
concentrating intellectual efforts on real problems. 

The early pragmatism, expressed in the 1878 
maxim, aimed to verify the meanings of thoughts and 
the conceivable and practical effects resulting from 
reasoning. Peirce (1998, 258, CP 5.402) writes: 
 

Consider what effects, that might conceivably 
have practical bearing, we conceive the object of 
our conception to have. Then, our conception of 
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these effects is the whole of our conception of 
the object.  

 
This rule guides the thought in order to find out how 
to make ideas clear and distinguish them from the ob-
scure ones. 

Pragmatism is a method that involves the applica-
tion of rules of action to ensure the clarification of 
ideas. The test proposed by this method allows the es-
tablishment of the meaning of concepts from the 
sense effects of their concrete use that enable the vali-
dation of the effectiveness of an idea. At that time, 
Peirce engaged in a dialogue with classical philoso-
phers, particularly Descartes. Peirce (1998, 249, CP 
5.391) writes: 
 

But since, evidently, not all ideas are true, he was 
led to note, as the first condition of infallibility, 
that they must be clear. The distinction between 
an idea seeming clear and really being so, never 
occurred to him.  

 
The fact is that for Descartes some ideas appeared 
clear and there was no need to distinguish them. A 
process of constant analysis would lead to minimal 
states of ideas. However, Peirce argued that this was 
not a safe method, because it did not confront the 
idea with reality. 

According to the method proposed by Descartes 
(2003), an inquiry begins with doubt, but it is a theo-
retical, not a real, doubt. According to Peirce, the 
Cartesian doubt is a false one, because the mere will 
to doubt stimulates doubt. For Peirce, doubt is some-
thing that irritates the subject psychologically, it is a 
state of discomfort that only ends with the fixation of 
a belief. 

In his early pragmatism, Peirce introduced a meth-
odological tool to ensure the distinction between 
ideas by testing them against the object to which they 
refer. Peirce exemplified this maxim by using the con-
cept of ”hardness.” To define a thing as “hard,” one 
should conceive the effects of the object by compar-
ing it to other things considered “soft.” A mental test 
that opposes hard things to soft ones characterizes a 
pragmatic approach. This intellectual activity will en-
able the establishment of the overall concept of the 
object from the effects imagined. Any concept can 
only be distinguished from another when its practical 
or experiential effects can be imagined. This rule can 
clarify ideas, thus leading to the adoption of clear no-
tions and the elimination of the obscure ones. Peirce 
(1998, 248, CP 5.389) writes: 

A clear idea is defined as one which is so appre-
hended that it will be recognized wherever it is 
met with, and so that no other will be mistaken 
for it. If it fails of this clearness, it is said to be 
obscure.  

 
A confusion often arises when it comes to under-
standing the expression “practical effects.” Peirce 
never validated the “action for action” premise; on the 
contrary, the thinker points out that the “practical ef-
fects” concept ensures a first step towards experimen-
tation. The nature of the problem that Peirce’s prag-
matism seeks to answer is terminological and meth-
odological, that is, how to properly define a concept 
and how to reasonably act in order to know the ob-
jects that stimulate inquiry. Pragmatism considers that 
the use and meaning of words have been mistakenly 
considered in philosophical discussions, and that only 
the pragmatic method can determine the true and cor-
rect meaning of words and theories. 

The ultimate ends of an idea are not in action; on 
the contrary, action is a means the ends of which is the 
conceptualization of an object. Peirce opposes the no-
tion put forward by William James, who maintains 
that an action is the ultimate end of man and that 
every concept is valuable only if it can be converted 
into action or practice. In other words, a useful con-
cept is one that has been proven effective to serve a 
greater number of users. Later, Peirce coined a more 
appropriate term to be a tool for philosophy: “prag-
maticism,” considered an ugly word, but one that war-
ranted the ideal of his pragmatism. 

The purpose of Peirce’s pragmatism is to clarify rea-
soning about what is illusory and damages the pursuit 
of truth. It is evident that, to some extent, knowledge 
is related to human action. However, action alone does 
not make a concept adequate, since its purpose de-
pends on the conception created beforehand and one 
that gives meaning and reference to action, not other-
wise. As a method, Pragmatism aims at “ascertaining 
the real meaning of any concept, doctrine, proposition, 
word, or other sign” (Peirce 1998, 4, CP 5.6).  

The pragmatic maxim of 1878 was revised by Peirce 
himself around 1905 in a letter to Mario Calderoni, an 
Italian pragmatist, in which he recognized that was an 
ultra-pragmatist position (Silveira 1985, 6). At that 
time, in his lectures on pragmatism, Peirce reconsid-
ered various issues in his work that were apparently 
scattered and disconnected. One of them was cer-
tainly the concept of belief pointed out in the 1870s. 

An idea must take the form of belief in order to be 
accepted. Belief means the process by which the mind 
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fixes a habit, control, or rules of action. Belief can be 
broken or undone when the mind is irritated by a real 
inquiry that may at some point be the threshold of a 
new habit. A real doubt is defined as a legitimate prob-
lem that people have everyday and that bothers them 
deeply. It is worth noting the improvement of the 
concept of doubt that, as advocated by Descartes 
(2003), was a methodical doubt, as if a subject all of a 
sudden would begin to doubt, until he realized there 
were no more doubts about the clearness of an idea. 
As a result from a successive segmentation process, 
the idea would be considered clear and distinct, ready 
to be accepted as true knowledge. Peirce argues that 
doubt is characterized by a constant psychological 
discomfort that motivates the individual to seek a 
situation of belief, or a predictable state, to replace the 
concrete doubt. 

In the first place, belief must be “something that we 
are aware of; second, it appeases the irritation of 
doubt; and, third, it involves the establishment in our 
nature of a rule of action, or, say for short, a habit” 
(Peirce 1998, 255, CP 5397). On the other hand, when 
belief stops the sensations caused by doubt, the sub-
ject enters a stage of harmonization with the belief ob-
tained, expecting a future moment in which he may be 
bothered by the inquiry needs caused by doubt. In the 
specific case of scientific knowledge, he starts an up-
dating process when he has another unpleasant feeling 
of doubt. For Peirce, truth stems from this novelty 
that, after calming down, triggers the process of men-
tal belief in order to transform it into a new habit. 

The development of the habit theory allowed the 
generation of the concepts “interpretative habit” and 
“interpretants.” The concept of habit is essential to 
understanding various concepts related to the Peircean 
thought. The author developed this concept with dif-
ferent nuances, depending on the field he worked on. 
For example, in the early pragmatism, the concept 
emerges from an application to the human context; in 
other writings on cosmology, for instance, the con- 
cept of habit covers organic and inorganic contexts. 
Habits would be coordinated mechanisms of the mind 
to anticipate an event and to understand the phenom-
ena. 

It should be emphasized that meaning in pragmatism 
is not a concept defined and consolidated in the past, 
but it is one that will be conceived in the future. Mean-
ing implies being open to future signification. Things 
are not conceived as phenomena that occurred in the 
past, but their meaning is supported by the belief that 
they will occur in the same proportions in the future. 
Only by knowing the meaning of things it is possible to 

act upon them. In other words, to assign meaning is to 
believe in predicting phenomena behaviors. 

In one of his lectures on pragmatism, Peirce (1980, 
58, CP 5206) stated that it has two basic functions: 
“Namely, it ought, in the first place, to give us an ex-
peditious riddance of all ideas essentially unclear. In 
the second place, it ought to lend support, and help to 
render distinct, ideas essentially clear, but more or less 
difficult of apprehension; and, in particular, it ought to 
take a satisfactory attitude toward the element of 
thirdness.” This means that Peirce’s pragmatism does 
not, under any circumstances, place an excessive em-
phasis on human action as the ultimate purpose of an 
adequate behavior. Pragmatic concepts have been of-
ten confused, but nevertheless Peirce can be regarded 
as one of the first theorists of scientific terminology, 
since he deepened himself into methodological issues 
to find terms that are distinct and precise according to 
the scientists’ experiential reality. Moreover, Peirce’s 
theory of signs is a relevant contribution to the defini-
tion of concepts, how they originate and how ideas are 
associated with each other. 

The pragmatist model is used to unveil certainties 
about unclear or pseudo-concepts that greatly hinder 
studies on real problems. Therefore, the articulation of 
Peircean theories, in particular pragmatism and types 
of reasoning (specially abduction and induction), with 
procedures for the selection of hypotheses, phenome-
nological categories, normative sciences, and meta-
physical assumptions seems to be the perspective that 
defines a second approach or even a revision of early 
pragmatism. Pierce (1998, 121, CP 5.196) writes: 
 

If you carefully consider the question of pragma-
tism, you will see that it is nothing else than the 
question of the logic of abduction. That is, 
pragmatism proposes a certain maxim which, if 
sound, must render needless any further rule as 
to the admissibility of hypotheses to rank as hy-
potheses, that is to say, as explanation of phe-
nomena held as hopeful suggestions; and, fur-
thermore, this is all that the maxim of pragma-
tism really pretends to do, at least so far as it is 
confined to logic and is not understood as a 
proposition in psychology. For the maxim of 
pragmatism is that a conception can have no 
logical effect or import differing from that of a 
second conception except so far as, taken in 
connection with other conceptions and inten-
tions, it might conceivably modify our practical 
conduct differently from that second concep-
tion. 
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Summing up, Peirce's pragmatism is a tool or, more 
precisely, a method to help philosophy, among other 
sciences, to clarify the foundations of its arguments 
and to make ideas distinct and open to experimenta-
tion. It is a reflection method in the sense that it al-
lows an analysis of the concepts selected for accep-
tance. According to Ibri (1992, 102), “unequivocally, 
Pragmatism is not a philosophical system, but merely 
a method of philosophical analysis of theoretical systems.” 
Pragmatism consists of establishing a method to arrive 
at concept meaning and, according to Peirce, its main 
field of application is philosophy. Nevertheless, prag-
matism can be applied to any forms of thinking.  

In the same line, Silveira (2007, 182) points out that 
“Pragmatism is a method of theoretical elaboration of 
thought. Its formulation, in more than a moment, be-
came a maxim guiding scientific conduct.” By far, 
Peirce’s pragmatism departs from the common under-
standing that relates the word “pragmatism” to ac-
tions that have an impact on any practical result. In a 
study on different approaches to pragmatism, De Waal 
(2007, 40) does not hesitate to say that “In short, for 
Peirce, pragmatism is a method to determine the 
meaning of concepts, ideas, beliefs, claims, proposi-
tions etc. . . . anything that can act as a sign. Peirce 
would maintain this view throughout his life.” 

Another observation is that pragmatism reveals a 
terminological tendency. In this sense, even before the 
emergence of theoretical currents of terminology, 
which we referred to in order to understand the dy-
namics of a specialized concept (scientific or techni-
cal), Peirce had already proposed that the improve-
ment and evolution of intellectual thought can be at-
tained by an adequate terminology. 

In short, Peirce defined pragmatism as a method 
for doing philosophy, not a theory. This means that 
pragmatism is not a set of principles, concepts, rules, 
and laws used to explain a human or a nature reality, 
but it is one that must be accepted a priori, as sug-
gested by philosophical doctrines. Pragmatism is a 
method, and as such, should correctly guide thinking. 
Peirce's pragmatism does not seek to explain or to be 
the answer to practical problems. Religious, philoso-
phical and even scientific doctrines fulfill this role 
perfectly. Pragmatism is a strategy to remove from 
our minds possible concepts, beliefs, or theories that 
carry little information on representation objects. 

In the field of knowledge organization, dedicated 
to developing schematic models of the real world, the 
pragmatic influence is recognized in the procedures 
to retrieve and manage the knowledge of specialized 
communities. We understand pragmatic influence as a 

theoretical tendency to accept the assumptions of the 
Peircean pragmatism, in order to understand, explain 
or propose solutions in the field of information and 
knowledge organization, respecting the interconnec-
tions with phenomenology (science of the phenom-
ena present in the mind) and using the semiotic tools 
available. 

The pragmatist approach is usually related to the 
sign theory of Charles Morris, that is, to the third 
dimension of semiosis, pragmatics, which studies sign 
uses and users in their social context. However, we 
cannot compare these perspectives without making 
some adjustments. Peirce’s pragmatism deals with a 
methodological problem by accepting a radical real-
ism that approximates the object to the interpreter, in 
order to adequately represent the world around us. 
On the other hand, according to a reading popular-
ized by Morris, pragmatism is discussed as a disci-
pline on the same level of syntax and semantics, that 
is, pragmatics. 

Unfortunately, pragmatism in information and 
knowledge organization is not a literally Peircean ex-
traction. References to Peirce’s thought come from 
its connection with the emergence of pragmatism. 
However, the literature poses some difficulties in dis-
tinguishing Peirce’s notions from the ones developed 
by William James. Both have completely different 
conceptions of pragmatism, but despite this, James’s 
point of view about the definition of practical conse-
quences has prevailed. 

According to Gonzales de Gomez and Gracioso 
(2006, #), pragmatism should be considered a theo-
retical perspective for information science in the sense 
that it interprets the practical and social contexts of 
language use: “Regarding the theoretical perspective, 
we believe pragmatism is the current that offers the 
most convincing arguments about the implications on 
the use of language in the communication process (in-
formation search), and it is for this reason that we 
seek to understand it.” However, the authors made it 
clear that they did not aim to describe the schools and 
lines of pragmatic language research. In this context, 
the approaches of L. Wittgenstein and J. Habermas 
were adopted instead of Peirce’s. Gonzalez de Gomez 
and Gracioso (2006) concluded that the studies car-
ried out by these two thinkers need further research in 
order to understand, from a “pragmatic point of view,” 
the use of language in the communication context and 
meaning construction. Gonzalez de Gomez and Gra-
cioso (2006), however, made some comments on 
Peirce’s thought in a footnote referring to his prag-
matic conception of truth. In this manner, their at-
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tempt to characterize pragmatism as a fundamental 
philosophical approach to issues relevant to language 
in information and knowledge organization does not 
take into consideration its original concept: a method, 
not a philosophical school. 

Likewise and consequently, other theses developed 
by Peirce were not related to pragmatism in some dis-
ciplines, such as semiotics and metaphysics. More-
over, due to a naïve association of the thinker to his 
philosophy of practical results, his great contribution 
to a realistic, and also fallibilist, perspective of lan-
guage was delayed. Peirce's pragmatism does not re-
ject the action of social practices in constructing 
meaning; he just avoids an extreme relativism in lan-
guage, for example “everything can be a representa-
tion.” As Peirce argued, reality (the sign object, for 
instance) reveals the best way to understand it and 
what signs should be produced to approach it, always 
considering the continuum.  

Another study on the issue was developed by 
Hjørland (2000). The author identified some phi-
losophical positions applied to information science, 
and observed that the studies done by Blair and Hjør-
land were applications directly related to the philoso-
phical pragmatist approach. It is correct to accept that 
philosophical positions influence practices, methods, 
approaches, models, theories and disciplines that 
compose the interdisciplinary framework in the field. 
However, Peirce's pragmatism is not an approach in 
the same sense of constructivism, empiricism or 
Kuhn’s paradigm theory. The fact is that Hjørland 
(2000) includes hypotheses, biological theories, so-
ciological currents, and philosophical systems in the 
group of philosophical approaches. This leads to a 
reading of pragmatism not in Peircean terms, but as a 
possibly closed philosophical system. 

Differently from the previous study (2000), Hjør-
land (2003) took a standpoint on the perspectives of 
pragmatism. On one hand, the author observed that 
Rorty’s conception of pragmatism asserts that prag-
matism and realism are two points of view that can-
not be combined (Hjørland 2003, 94). On the other 
hand, according to Dewey and other philosophers, 
pragmatism must be based on realism. Hjørland 
(2003, 94) accepts the second perspective and calls it 
“pragmatic realism” in the sense that scientific fields 
tend to represent reality in the most functional way 
possible according to human purposes. This notion 
recovers one of the main theses of Peirce's pragma-
tism. On reading Hjørland, we can presuppose that 
realism is manifested in the following statement: 
there is a body of knowledge and ways of organizing 

it and they are related to the reality of a scientific 
field or occupational area. It should be noted that in 
this study, Hjørland does not mention Peirce's prag-
matism, but, by refusing Rorty's relativism, the au-
thor embraces the Peircean interpretation of knowl-
edge reality. 

Hjørland (2003) also points out two ways in which 
pragmatism (not strictly Peirce's) guides epistemo-
logical assumptions that can have some influence on 
knowledge organization. First, in the notion of con-
cept from the point of view of pragmatism in phi-
losophy, concept-meaning consists of accepting that 
“Knowledge and concepts are formed by the practical 
activities of people in relation to the objects of that 
activity” (Hjørland 2003, 101). According to the au-
thor, there is an evident need for a revision of phi-
losophical and scientific guidelines that determine 
concept notions, which is the object of work in 
knowledge organization. Second, pragmatism can be a 
foundation for designing methods aimed to organize 
knowledge, as bibliographical classification, for ex-
ample. The approach that Hjørland (2003, 106-107) is 
sure to contribute to organizing knowledge differs 
even more from the common relativism, and, there-
fore, it is opposed to Rorty’s distinction between re-
alism and pragmatism. Thus, Hjørland (2003, 106) 
argues that pragmatic epistemology or pragmatic 
knowledge organization does not mean that people 
alone can do things in their personal interests: “If this 
is done, if research just produces 'social constructions' 
then reality will make those constructions incoherent. 
They will be opposed by empirical and theoretical ar-
guments. The production of incoherent 'knowledge' 
is not valuable and cannot be a serious goal.” This is 
congenial to pragmatism as a method of knowing re-
ality basing on a comparison with experience to 
achieve a more accurate knowledge about the object 
of representation. 

Hjørland (2003, 106) also states that, in pragma-
tism, truth conditions are connected with human 
purposes, and, though uncomfortable, issues related 
to truth and reality criteria must be considered. 
However, the mention of the object as a sine qua non 
condition of the representational approach to truth 
was not discussed. As for bibliographical classifica-
tion, a method required in knowledge organization, 
the author shows that, from the pragmatic perspec-
tive, it is understood as a system based on cultural 
warrant. Hjørland’s term “critical classification,” e.g., 
classifications of feminist or Marxist collections, is 
based on values, political purposes, and objectives in a 
given epistemology (e.g., feminist epistemology). 
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Indeed, Hjørland’s (2003) interpretation of prag-
matism, regardless of being directly based on Peirce's 
thought, is useful because it indicates, in a clear man-
ner, the influence of pragmatist assumptions on com-
posing the concepts and methods used in knowledge 
organization. Nevertheless, a comprehensive analysis 
of the impact of the Peircean pragmatism on such 
conceptions is still distant. References to pragmatism 
elements are found in the literature, and an example is 
the acceptance of realism as a regulating parameter of 
the representations of the world. 

Saldanha (2008) examined the influence of essen-
tialism and pragmatism on information science epis-
temology. Essentialism would be the belief in a world 
structured by essences or indivisible substances, while 
pragmatism has two main characteristics: anti-
dogmatism and a multi-methodological approach. Es-
sentialism acknowledges that reality is stable, a 
unidimensional representation; that is, an object has 
only one function. Sciences that consider essentialism 
as a safe principle are the exact sciences, positivist ra-
tionalism, logical positivism, physicalist and cognitive 
approaches, and all kinds of scientificism (Saldanha 
2008). According to the comparison made by 
Saldanha (2008), essentialism emerged in information 
science from indexing policies that emphasize the 
document subject, not the user’s acceptance; an es-
sentialist principle stresses the accuracy of represen-
tation, bibliometrics, classification systems, thesauri, 
and documentary languages that seek to correctly 
represent issues in an field. In the context of essen-
tialism, information is a measurable datum that may 
have an objective representation. 

Saldanha (2008, 8) accepted Rorty’s interpretation 
that pragmatism does not have a theory of truth, but it 
is a position opposed to the dogmatic method. Thus, 
the meaning of pragmatism does not depend on the 
logic of objects, but on circumstances and uses. Only 
the context and concept uses determine meaning. Ac-
cording to the author, this extreme reading of pragma-
tism, basing it on themes such as reality and truth, has 
an impact on the field of information science as fol-
lows: on the existence of a humanistic Librarianship, 
on the emphasis on qualitative methods (sense mak-
ing), on the constructivist line of research, on the 
hermeneutical and social paradigms of information ac-
tions, on domain analysis, and on disciplinary ap-
proaches, such as social epistemology, information an-
thropology, and knowledge sociology. “All these 
groups turn to the studies of the individuals inserted 
in communities, and address, in general, to informa-
tion as a social construct” (Saldanha 2008, 10). 

Indeed, it is not necessary to refer back to the 
Peircean pragmatism to verify the negative impact of 
this position about the construction of knowledge or-
ganization systems. Hjørland (2003) has already sug-
gested that accepting everything as a social construct 
is not a serious proposition that becomes inconsistent 
when confronted with reality. The influence of essen-
tialism and pragmatism on Information Science with-
out considering Peirce’s method, in fact, turns the ar-
gument stated by Saldanha (2008) into a speech of 
praise to relativism. In addition, it makes it difficult to 
understand many nuances of pragmatism and the 
theories involved. This does not mean that representa-
tion is not socially constructed, but this is not the 
only criterion for validating meanings. This is one of 
the pragmatic premises based on Peirce's thought. 

Although Peirce's pragmatism was not the primary 
purpose of the analyses done by Hjørland (2000, 
2003), Gonzalez de Gomez and Gracioso (2006), and 
Saldanha (2008), the references to Peirce show a great 
concern in this direction. However, Peirce has been 
recognized only as the founder of pragmatism, and, 
sometimes, references are made to his maxim stating 
how intellectual concepts can be extracted by distin-
guishing obscure ideas from the really clear ones. A 
multi-methodological perspective is totally incom-
patible with the proposal of pragmatism as a method 
aimed at finding the truth. In addition, pragmatism is 
opposed to the Cartesian method in the sense that its 
approach is more consistent with the context of scien-
tific practice. 

In this reconstitution on Peirce's thought, however, 
it was found that the most significant contributions 
were the original studies carried out by Thellefsen 
(2002, 2003, 2004; Thellefsen and Thellefsen 2004). 
Besides elucidating Peirce's work in the field of infor-
mation and knowledge organization, this author 
pointed out some Peircean themes that were unknown 
in information science, particularly terminology and 
pragmatism, which together enable the clarification of 
ideas, and consequently, efficient knowledge may flow 
without the difficulties caused by false impressions. 

Thellefsen’s efforts to go beyond the elementary 
levels of semiotics, particularly speculative grammar, 
should also be recognized. In other words, the author 
did not restrict his studies to the three branches of 
Peirce's semiotics, namely, speculative grammar, pure 
logic, and speculative rhetoric. These branches cover 
the whole intellectual spectrum, from the minimal 
mental structures (grammar) to the most complex 
signs that promote the advancement of scientific 
knowledge (rhetoric). 
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Thellefsen (2002, 2003) questions the traditional 
methods of organizing knowledge and argues that 
they do not respect the dynamics of knowledge, since 
they arbitrarily segment reality and do not observe 
group or community specificities. In this sense, the 
strategies for organizing knowledge universally 
should be revised and, perhaps, be replaced by strate-
gies closer to knowledge producers and consumers. 

As foundation, Thellefsen accepts the pragmatic 
maxim that integrates a set of explanations provided 
by Peirce, whose intent is to guide the mind to vali-
date the basic concepts for the construction of 
thought in a discipline. Any meanings produced 
within a domain of knowledge require, at least, the 
opposition to reality—recognition of the practical ef-
fects—to support a representation. 

However, how can we do this by resorting to 
Peirce's pragmatism? The first step may be to accept 
that knowledge should be organized into domains. 
Thellefsen and Thellefsen (2004, 179) write: 
 

A knowledge domain is to be understood as a 
demarcation of given knowledge, whether an-
chored in a professional or non-professional 
context. The knowledge domain is well defined 
by a kind of meaningfulness, which organizes 
knowledge in relation to a particular object field 
or a certain perspective.  

This significance, or significance-effect of a sign, is 
shared by the policies and objectives necessary for the 
construction and acceptance of a common terminol-
ogy. The set of terms, however, lacks a pragmatic veri-
fication and organization strategy; that is, one that 
takes into account the practical purposes conceived. 

A second step would be to structure a method for 
extracting valid terms basing on the pragmaticist logic 
that the conception of effects represents the whole 
concept of the object. This methodological guide was 
described by Thellefsen and applied in the domain of 
occupational therapy in Denmark. 

Thellefsen (2002) points out eight steps in his 
method for organizing knowledge: 1) empirical 
analysis aimed to create hypotheses to be validated or 
not by the members of the domain. At this stage, the 
hypotheses serve as an interpretative means of ap-
proaching the object represented, as proposed by 
Peirce's pragmatic method, 2) establishment of a fo-
cus group that provides information about the 
knowledge domain and 3) identification of the fun-
damental sign (placed in the center of a domain), the 
other related signs or peripheral concepts (symbols, 
according to semiotics) to the fundamental sign, ar-
ranged in a so-called radial structure (Figure 1). 4) 
Representants of both theoretical and practical 
knowledge domains provide the concepts related to 
the fundamental sign; their participation is necessary; 

 

Figure 1. Fundamental Sign and Rows of Related Concepts (Thellefsen 2002, 82) 
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4) validation of the related concepts of the first row 
by a focus group consisting of members of the do-
main; 5) validation of the second row by comparing 
the result of the connections with the first row of 
concepts, 6) further validation of the concepts of the 
other rows by comparing them with the preceding 
rows and the fundamental sign; 7) identification of 
other fundamental signs and analysis of their occur-
rence in the concepts mentioned; 8) organization of 
the knowledge domain in a mind-map-like structure 
that summarizes the information of the concepts 
listed. In his project research with occupational 
therapists, the author (Thellefsen 2002) mentions the 
creation of a virtual dictionary and a virtual mind map 
structure where all related concepts have some short 
additional information. The fundamental sign and its 
related concepts are presented in a radial structure, as 
follows: 

Thellefsen’s proposition has shown that the prag-
matic maxim can be applied by following a consistent 
method that will enable not only the definition of a 
set of concepts, but also their relationships (as illus-
trated in Figure 1) and the object represented, which 
will be eventually examined by producers and users of 
symbols. The word “symbol” in Peirce's semiotics 
suggests, unequivocally, the existence of a representa-
tion object that produces practical effects that should 
be taken into account in order to adjust representa-
tion. 

Nevertheless, other similarities can be observed be-
tween the Peircean model and the current concerns of 
information and knowledge organization. The method 
shows that operations aimed to reconstitute conceiv-
able practical effects are needed, and that these effects 
are not identified without the presence of signs or 
outside the semiosis chain. Knowledge is not organ-
ized without regarding it as a dynamic, evolving, and 
fallible process. 

In this way, Peircean concepts of fallibilism and the 
continuum were considered here as a means for orga-
nizing knowledge. As a contribution to knowledge 
organization, we propose reducing polisemy and re-
stricting meanings of the concepts found in organiza-
tion systems of the world or classification systems, so 
that the semiosis process may continue to manifest 
its creative and evolving essence in the future. In this 
case, the task of fixing meanings is not contrary to 
knowledge evolution, but pivotal to its development. 
Nevertheless, the relations between Peirce's pragma-
tism and studies on concepts in the field of knowl-
edge information organization should be emphasized. 
 

3.0 Final considerations 
 
We should also point out that the notion of “practical 
effect” in Peirce's pragmatic approach involves a dis-
cussion equivalent to the concept of predicable at-
tribute of an object according to Dahlberg’s theory of 
the concept (1978). However, concept attributes are 
formed from the information derived from individual 
things represented by the characteristics of the con-
cept and obtained analytically, while practical effects 
refer to the real and practical impacts of the object 
conceived by the mind. In Pierce, an adequate mental 
movement would not be from the characteristics of 
the concept towards the object attribute, but from 
the object to the mental habits, a tendency to inter-
pret, that will result in meaning in the future.  

In addition, concept elements are obtained by the 
analytic-synthetic method in the theory of concept, 
since each element has a predicable attribute of the 
object, also called "characteristic on the conceptual 
level” (Dahlberg 1978, 102). In pragmatism, however, 
the method of concept definition begins with a hy-
pothesis regarding the potential practical effects con-
ceived, and then moves on to deductive and inductive 
analysis (test), that is, an abductive-deductive-induc- 
tive method. Thus, according to Peirce, the correct 
path is from object representation hypotheses to the 
concept tested inductively. This guarantees the expan-
sion of meaning while doing research or testing to 
validate the effectiveness of the representation. 

It should be also emphasized that in Thellefsen’s 
pragmatic approach, as well as in the concept theory 
suggested by Dahlberg (1978, 2006), a logical one, 
the reference object, which determines conceptual 
units, is predominant, and this is consistent with 
Peirce’s realism and pragmatism. Perhaps this would 
be the theoretical option to be chosen, instead of the 
extreme relativism that is found in most free and 
changing forms of knowledge organization and that 
makes no reference to the objects of representation. 
According to extreme relativism, every object can be 
conceived and represented in any way by anyone, de-
pending on the viewer, because there are no limits or 
rules for interpretation, and there is no truth about an 
adequate representation of knowledge. Such presup-
position does not favor the application of effective 
strategies aimed to organize knowledge according to 
logical rules, since it does not take into account the 
referentiality conditions of the object. 

We also observed that the Peircean contribution to 
knowledge organization poses a fundamental issue: 
the nature of meaning and object. In this direction, 
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we emphasize that it is not enough to know the lan-
guage (system of signs) analytically; it is necessary to 
adopt strategies in order to understand the specifici-
ties of the object of predication or, more appropri-
ately, the dynamic and immediate objects in the semi-
otic theory, as well as to ensure that their effects are 
recognized. In this manner, the methods for organiz-
ing knowledge might be more effective because they 
would be more realistic and pragmatic. 
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