


THE SIGN OF THREE 

Dupin, Holmes, Peirce 

EDITED BY 

Umberto Eco and Thomas A. Sebeok 

INDIANA UNIVERSITY PRESS 

Bloomington and Indianapolis 



Advances in Semiotics 

THOMAS A. SEBEOK, GENERAL EDITOR 



First Midland Book Edition 1988 

Copyright © 1983 by Indiana University Press 
All rights reserved 

No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form 
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying 
and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, 
without permission in writing from the publisher. The Association 

of American University Presses' Resolution on Permissions constitutes 
the only exception to this prohibition. 

Manufactured in the United States of America 

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data 
Main entry under title: 

The Sign of three. 

(Advances in semiotics) 
Bibliography: p. 22 I 

1. Doyle, Arthur Conan, Sir, 1859-1930-Characters­
Sherlock Holmes. 2. Poe, Edgar Allan, 1809-1849-
Characters-Auguste Dupin. 3. Peirce, Charles S. 
(Charles Sanders), 1839-1914. 4. Detective and mystery 
stories-History and criticism. 5. Criminal investiga-
tion in literature. 6. Logic in literature. 7. Semiotics. 
I. Eco, Umberto. II. Sebeok, Thomas Alben, 1920-
III. Series. 
P14624·SB 1984 823'.8 82-49207 
ISBN 0-253-35235-5 (c1.) 
ISBN 0-253-20487-9 (pa.) 

6 7 8 9 10 11 10 09 08 07 06 



CONTENTS 

Preface UMBERTO ECO AND THOMAS A. SEBEOK Vtt 

Abbreviations in the Text THOMAS A. SEBEOK Xt 

1 One, Two, Three Spells U B E R T Y 1 
THOMAS A. SEBEOK 

2 "You Know My Method": A Juxtaposition 
of Charles S. Peirce and Sherlock Holmes 11 
THOMAS A. SEBEOK AND JEAN UMIKEll-SEBEOK 

3 Sherlock Holmes: Applied Social Psychologist 55 
MARCEllO TRUZZI 

4 Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock Holmes: 
Clues and Scientific Method 81 
CARLO GINZBURG 

5 To Guess or Not To Guess? 119 
MASSIMO A. BONFANTINI AND GIAMPAOLO PRONI 

6 Peirce, Holmes, Popper 135 
GIAN PAOLO CARETIINI 

7 Sherlock Holmes Confronts Modern Logic: Toward a 
Theory of Information-Seeking through Questioning 154 
)AAKKO HINTIKKA AND MERRILL B. HINTIKKA 

8 Sherlock Holmes Formalized 170 
JAAKKO HINTIKKA 

v 



VI CONTENTS 

9 The Body of the Detective Model: 
Charles S. Peirce and Edgar Allan Poe 
NANCY HARROWITZ 

10 Horns, Hooves, Insteps: Some Hypotheses on Three 

179 

Types of Abduction 198 
UMBERTOECO 

References 221 





VIII PREFACE 

for Indiana University's Comparative Literature Program; (he did, however, 
utilize Eco's 1965 study of narrative structures in Ian Fleming). Among the 
more palpable consequences of Eco's seminar was the paper by two of his col­
laborators, Bonfantini and Proni, now included in this book; and one of the 
results of Sebeok's course was his analysis, jointly with one of his students in 
the course, Harriet Margolis, on the semiotics of windows in Sherlock Holmes 
(first published in a 1982 issue of Poetics Today). While all this was going on, Eco 
was pursuing researches into the history of semiotics, and ran across the Aris­
totelian theory of definition; his paper in this book is one outcome of these 
lines of investigation, 

(6) In the meantime, Sebeok and Eco decided to put together these papers, 
and the Indiana University Press agreed, with much enthusiasm, to join them in 
this venture. During one of his fall courses at Yale University, Eco gave the 
collected manuscript materials to Nancy Harrowitz, who wrote a term paper for 
him on Peirce and Poe, for which Holmes's method, following a suggestion 
made in the paper of the Sebeoks, became an obviously compulsory term of 
reference. 

(7) A further surprising fact came to light when Bco discovered th8t Gian 
Paolo Caprettini, at the University of Turin, had been conducti., f(¥ two 
years, a seminar on Peirce and Holmes. Caprettini is a weU-knoWll student of 
Peirce, but this was the first time that Eco and Caprettini spoke to,etber about 
Holmes. This coincidence was at least worth following up, as a sequel of which 
Caprettini, too, was invited to collaborate in this book. 

We are under the impression that, if we continued to fumble around, we 
might well have found other similar contributions. (Perhaps the spirit of history 
expressed in the Zeitgeist of our age is not a mere Hegelian specter!) But we 
had to abandon our quest, if for no other reason, for lack of time. Much to our 
regret, we also had to eliminate many other interesting materials dealing with 
the "method" of Holmes which did not take into account the logic of abduction 
(cf. our consolidated References in this book, and more generally, Ronald Burt 
De Waal's incomparable World Bibliography 0/ Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, 
1974-). The secondary literature concerning Sherlock Holmes adds up to a 
truly awesome array of items, but we wished to concentrate on those relatively 
few and recent items that are pertinent to the history of abductive methodol­
ogy. In the course of our researches, we both came to realize that every modern 
scholar interested in the logic of discovery has devoted at least a few lines, if 
not more, to Holmes. Saul Kripke, for example, wrote to Sebeok, on Decem­
ber 29, 1980, a letter which said, in part: "Actually I have one or two unpub­
lished talks and a whole unpublished lecture series (my John Locke lectures at 
Oxford) on fictional discourse in empty names, in which Holmes might appear 
even more prominently" than in his earlier use of him in his "Semantical Con­
siderations on Modal Logic," or the Addenda to his "Naming and Necessity." 
Many works are still tied to the idea that Holmes's method hovered somewhere 
midway between deduction and induction. The idea of hypothesis or abduction 
is mentioned, if at all, only glancingly. 



Pre/ace ix 

Obviously, not all the contributions to this book come to the same conclu­
sions. The editors do not wish to confront the differences in approach here, but 
to leave it to the reader to evaluate and use them, each according to his own 
interest. 

The title of this book was meant to reverberate in two directions. There is 
the obvious referral (renvoi) to Doyle's novel-length chronicle, "The Sign of the 
Four;' or "The Sign of Four;' which first appeared in Lippincott's magazine, later 
in book form, in 18 I 9. Then there was our driving compulsion to send our 
readers back to the funhouse of rampant triplicities, such as are discussed in 
Sebeok's introductory three-card monte. 

At the present time, the logic of scientific discovery-the phrase will, of 
course, be recognized as closely associated with Karl R. Popper-has become a 
burning topic of focal concern for the theory of knowledge, pursued not only 
by Popper himself, but by his colleague, the late Imre Lakatos, and by Popper's 
erstwhile disciple, later his most ferocious critic, Paul K. Feyerabend, among 
many others. Popper's conuoversial picture of science as a matter of "conjec­
tures and refutations" -he holds, among other ideas, that induction is mythical, 
the scientific quest for certainty impossible, and all knowledge forever 
fallible-was substantially anticipated by Peirce, whom Popper, incidentally, 
regards as "one of the greatest philosophers of all time," although falsification as 
one logical technique among others was by no means unknown even in the 
Middle Ages. Critics of Popper, such as T.S. Kuhn and Anthony O'Hear, dis­
agree with Popper on some of these fundamental issues. We are convinced that 
a semiotic approach to abduction can throw a new light on this venerable and 
continuing debate. We hope that this collection of essays will be of interest to 
the host of fans of Sherlock Holmes, but that it will be read, as well, by votaries 
of both the Prior Analytics (on the syllogism), and the Posterior Ana/ytics (which 
deals with the conditions of scientific knowledge). Naturally, we also expeCt to 
fascinate some of those concerned among the ever-growing worldwide group of 
habitues of Peirce. We are but two of them. In a modeSt way, however, we 
think the book will also be important for epistemology and the philosophy of 
science. 

Umberto Eco 
University 0/ Bologna 

Thomas A. Sebeok 
Indiana University 
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ABBREVIATIONS IN THE TEXT 

The titles of the Sherlock Holmes stories are 
abbreviated according to the key given in Tracy 1977 :xix. 

The Abbey Grange UON The Lion's Mane 

The Beryl Coronet MAZA The Mazarin Stone 

Black Peter MUSG The Musgrave Ritual 

The Blanched Soldier NAVA The Naval Treaty 

The Blue Carbuncle NOBL The Noble Bachelor 

The Boscombe Valley NORW The Norwood Builder 

Mystery PRIO The Priory School 

The Bruce-Partington Plans REDC The Red Circle 

The Cardboard Box REDH The Red-Headed League 

Charles Augustus Milverton REIG The Reigate Puzzle 

The Copper Beeches RESI The Resident Patient 

The Creeping Man RETI The Retired Colourman 

The Crooked Man SCAN A Scandal in Bohemia 

The Dancing Man SECO The Second Stain 

The Devil's Root SHOS Shoscombe Old Place 

The Dying Detective SIGN The Sign of Four 

The Empty House SILV Silver Blaze 

The Engineer's Thumb SIXN The Six Napoleons 

The Final Problem SPEC The Speckled Band 

The Five Orange Pips STOC The Stockbroker's Clerk 

The Gloria Scott STUD A Study in Scarlet 

The Golden Pince-Nez SUSS The Sussex Vampire 

The Greek Interpreter THOR The Problem of Thor Bridge 

The Hound of the .,GAB The Three Gables 

Baskervilles jSTU The Three Students 

A Case of Identity TWIS The Man with the Twisted Lip 

The Illustrious Client VALL The Valley of Fear 

The Disappearance of Lady WIST Wisteria Lodge 

Frances Carfax YELL The Yellow Face 

His Last Bow 

Xl 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Thomas A. Sebeok 

One, Two, Three 
Spells U B E R T Y 

(IN LIEU OF AN INTRODUCTION) 

iT IS A FAut bet that while C.S. Peirce specialists have all at least 
thumbed through Arthur Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes chronicles, 
the mass of Holmes aficionados have never even heard of Peirce. A key 
question addressed, explicitly or implicitly, by most of the contributors 
to this volume, is whether any juxtapositions of the American polymath 
with the great English detective-the former a person real enough, and 
the possessor, moreover, as William James registered in 1895, of "a 
name of mysterious greatness," the latter a mythical figure, to be sure, 
yet who, as Leslie Fiedler has noted, "can never die" -are likely to vent 
esperable uberty? Esperable uberty? Etymological intuition assures us 
that esperable, a coinage-perhaps by Peirce himself, yet not to be 
found in any modern dictionary-must mean "expected" or "hoped 
for." Uberty, a vocable that has all but vanished from modern English, 
was first attested, from 1412, in an obscure work by the "Monk of 
Bury," John Lydgate's Two Merchants; it appears to be equivalent to 
"rich growth, fruitfulness, fertility; copiousness, abundance;' or, rough­
ly, what Italians used to call uberta. 

In a long letter Peirce penned, early in the fall of 1913, to Frederick 
Adams Wood, M.D., an MIT lecturer in biology, he explained that it 
should be one of the two principal aims of logicians to educe the possi­
ble and esperable uberty, or "value in productiveness," of the three 
canonical types of reasoning, to wit: deduction, induction, and abduc­
tion (the latter term alternatively baptized retroduction or hypothetic 
inference). It is the uberty, that is, the fruitfulness, of this last type of 
reasoning that, he tells us, increases, while its security, or approach to 
certainty, minifies. He spells out the differences, which he claims to 
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have "always" (since the 1860s) recognized: first, deduction, "which de­
pends on our confidence in our ability to analyze the meaning of the 
signs in or by which we think"; second, induction, "which depends upon 
our confidence that a run of one kind of experience will not be changed 
or cease without some indication before it ceases"; and, third, abduction, 
"which depends on our hope, sooner or later, to guess at the conditions 
under which a given kind of phenomenon will present itself" 
(8.384 - 3 88). Progressing from primity, through secundity, to tertiality, 
the relationship of security to uberty is an inverse one, which means, 
plainly, that as the certainty of any guess plummets, its heuristic merit 
soars correspondingly. 

"Magic numbers and persuasive sounds," in Congreve's measured 
phrase, especially three and numbers divisible by it, tormented some of 
the more brilliant Victorians, and haunt some of us still. This is indeed 
a strangely obsessive eccentricity, shared, for one, by Nikola Tesla 
(1856-1943), the Serb who laid much of the foundation for the elec­
trified civilization of the twentieth century. When Tesla started to walk 
around the block where his laboratory was situated, he felt compelled 
to circumambulate it three times; and when he dined at the Waldorf­
Astoria Hotel, he used 18, or [(3 + 3) x 3], spotless linen napkins to 
wipe his already sparkling silver and crystal tableware clean of germs, 
imaginary or otherwise. The great application of the numerological style 
of thinking has long-since at least Pythagoras-been for categoriza­
tion and list-making. Pietro Bongo, in his De numerorum mysteria 
(1618), and, before him, Cornelius Agrippa, in his De occulta phi/oJophia 
(written in IS 10, published in 1531), pursued the magic of triads with 
manic determination, beginning with the highest meaning of three, 
namely, the triliteral name of God in His own language, Hebrew, 
through the Christian Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, to trip­
licities rampant in every imaginable aspect of the world scheme of the 
times (an enchantment that lingers in today's zodiacal signs of the 
Houses used in casting a horoscope; Butler 1970:68). 

Conan Doyle incorporated numbers in eight of his Holmes story 
titles. The ordinal of two, the cardinals four, five, and six each occur 
only once: "The Second Stain," "The Sign of (the) Four;' "The Five 
Orange Pips;' "The Six Napoleons." Three is mentioned no less than 
three times or, by stretching an occult principle, four: "The Three Ga­
bles," "The Three Garridebs," "The Three Students," and perhaps "The 
Missing Three-Quarter." Moreover, the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin, 
that "very inferior fellow;' is the central figure in three (out of four, or 
five, if "Thou Art the Man" is counted among them) of Edgar Allan 
Poe's triptych tales of detection: "The Murders in the Rue Morgue;' 
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recognition of this biographical circumstance in the front yard of Arisbe 
(his home near Milford, Pennsylvania)? 

By 1857, Peirce-following "Kant, the King of modern thought" 
(1.369), not to mention Hegel's thesis/antithesis/synthesis (cf., in gen­
eral, Peirce's letter to Lady Welby, October 12, 1904, reproduced in 
Hardwick [1977:22-36), which contains a lengthy exposition of the 
three universal categories, with specific references to both Kant and 
Hegel), and Schiller's trio of three "impulses" (Sebeok 1981, Ch. 
I)-with the genuine philosophical aim of seeking generality and un­
derstanding the world, was already deeply immersed in the decorum of 
threefold classifications. The most basic of his triadic ontological 
categories was the pronominal system of It-the material world of the 
senses, the ultimate object of cosmology; ThOll-the world of mind. 
the object of psychology and neurology; and I-the abstract world. the 
concern of theology. These basic distinctions, familiar to Peirce scholar­
ship, are most generally called, in reverse order, Fintness, Secondness, 
and Thirdness, which. in turn, yield an enormously long list of funher 
interplaying triads, the best known among them including Sian, Object, 
Interpretant; Icon. Index, and Symbol; Quality, Reaction, and Repre­
sentation; and, of course, Abduction, Induction, and Deduction. Some 
are discussed, and many are displayed, in Appendix I of Esposito's ex­
cellent study (1980; cf. Peirce 1982 :xxvii-xxx) of the development of 
Peirce's theory of categories, but these matters are so complex that they 
deserve much funher consideration. For example, consonant with cur­
rent views of the emergence of Big Bang cosmology is Peirce's state­
ment that "Mind is First, Matter is Second, Evolution is Third" 
(6.32)-roughly corresponding to as many modes of being: possibility, 
actuality, and law (1.23). 

We can say essentially nothing about the existence of the universe 
prior to about 20 billion years ago, save that, when it began in a 
singularity-equivalent to Peirce's Firstness-when any two points in 
the observable universe were arbitrarily close together, and the density 
of matter was infinite, we were past possibility and already in the realm 
of actuality (alias Secondness). In the opening millisecond, the universe 
was filled with primordial quarks. These fundamental particles, the basic 
building blocks from which all elementary particles are constituted, can 
best be grasped as signs. for as we learn from the physics of our day, 
"Quarks had never been seen .... Most physicists today believe that 
quarks will never be seen ... " (Pagels 1982:231). As the universal 
expansion proceeded, temperatures fell to around 12 27K, the simple 
natural law that obtained in the infancy of this Cosmos unfolded into 
the three interactions now known as gravitation, the electroweak force, 
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excluded; second person is addressee included but addresser excluded; 
third person is neither addresser nor addressee included; and fourth 
person is both addresser and addressee included. These, then, yield 
nine categories of possible interreaction: 1 - 2, 1 - 3, 2 - 1,2 - 3, 
3 - 1,3 - 2, 3 - 3, 3 - 4, and 4 - 3. It is mind boggling to fantasy 
what the character of Peirce's metaphysic might have been had he been 
born a native speaker of a Jaqi language-a bizarre Gedankenexperiment 
for anyone who believes in the principle of linguistic relativity, or what 
the Swedish linguist Esaias Tegner, in 1880, more forcefully called 
sprakels makt over tanken, that is, "the power of language over thought," 

Of course, for Peirce, each of the three elemental persons assumed 
the essence of one of the other two as the context shifted. He explained 
this in Ms. 9 17: "Though they cannot be expressed in terms of each 
other, yet they have a relation to each other, for THOU is an IT in 
which there is another I. I looks in, IT looks out, THOU co-mingles." 
(Another matter of interest to linguists, demanding early attention, but 
noted here only in passing, involves the uneasy and skewed association 
between the Jakobsonian dyadic principle, or binarism [e.g., Jakobson 
and Waugh 1979:20], Vi. Peirce's a priori thesis of the indecomposabil­
ity of triadic relations, namely, that the trisection of every field of dis­
course is unavoidably exhaustive, invariably yielding a trinity of mutu­
ally exclusive classes.) 

Let us summarize and render concrete the foregoing by picturing 
Peirce's famous 1878 beanbag (2.623): 

Deduction 
Rule All the beans from this bag are white. 
Case These beans are from this bag . 
. '. Result These beans are white. 

Cast 
Result 
. ·.Rule 

Induction 
These beans are from this bag. 
These beans are white. 
All the beans from this bag are white . 

Abduction 
Rule All the beans from this bag are white. 
Result These beans are white . 
. '. Case These beans are from this bag. 

It is important to repeat that these three figures are irreducible, 
"Hence, it is proved that every figure involves the principle of the first 
figure, but the second and third contain other principles besides" 
(2.807), In brief, an abduction enables us to formulate a general pre-
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stupefying in their sweep, yet recognized by William James (1907:5) for 
what they were: "flashes of brilliant light relieved against Cimmerian 
darkness." 

At the time of Poe's centenary, in 191 I, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
presided at a celebratory dinner in London. It was he who passed on to 
Sherlock Holmes, among other facets of Dupin's qualities, that cunning 
ability, that bewitching semiotic illusion, to decode and disclose the 
profoundly private thoughts of others by reincarnating their unvoiced 
interior dialogues into verbal signs. He asked: "Where was the detec­
tive story until Poe breathed the breath of life into it?" (Symons 
1978:170). In 1908, Peirce, referring to a remark of Poe's in "The 
Murders in the Rue Morgue" ("It appears to me that this mystery is 
considered insoluble for the very reason which should cause it to be 
regarded as easy of solution. I mean the outre character of its features.") 
said that "those problems that at first blush appear utterly insoluble 
receive, in that very circumstance ... their smoothly-fitting keys" 
(6-460; see also Ch. 2 in this book). Where, then, we feel entitled to 
ask, were logic and physical science before Peirce instilled the law of 
liberty into them, that he called, in a coinage replete with uberty, the 
Play of Musement? 



CHAPTER TWO 

Thomas A. Sebeok and Jean U miker-Sebeok 

"You Know My Method": 
A JUXTAPOSITION OF CHARLES s. PEIRCE AND SHERLOCK HOLMES l 

.. I never guess." 
-Sherlock Holmes in The Sign 0/ Four 

But we must conquer the truth by guess­
ing, or not at all. 
-Charles S. Peirce, Ms. 692' 

c.s. PEIRCB-CONSULTING DBTBCTIVB3 

On Friday, June 20, 1879, Charles S. Peirce boarded the Fall River Line 
steamship Bristol in Boston, bound for New York, where he was to 
attend a conference the next day. Upon his arrival in New York, the 
following morning, he experienced what he describes as a "strange 
fuzzy sensation" in his head, which he attributed to the stale air of his 
stateroom. He hurriedly dressed and left the ship. In his haste to get 
some fresh air, he inadvertently left behind his overcoat and an expen­
sive Tiffany lever watch which had been purchased for him by the U.S. 
government for his work with the Coast Survey. Soon realizing his 
oversight, Peirce rushed back to the boat only to find his things gone, at 
which point, faced with what he felt would be a "life-long professional 
disgrace" were he not able to restore the watch in as perfect condition 
as he had received it, he tells us that, having "then made all the colored 
waiters, no matter on what deck they belonged, come and stand up in a 
row ... ," 

I went from one end of the row to the other, and talked a little to each 
one, in as digagi a manner as I could, about whatever he could talk about 
with interest, but would least expect me to bring forward, hoping that I 
might seem such a fool that I should be able to detect some symptom of his 
being the thief. When I had gone through the row I turned and walked 
from them, though not away, and said to myself, "Not the least scintilla of 
light have I got to go upon." But thereupon my other self (for our com­
munings are always in dialogues), said to me, "But you simply must put 
your finger on the man. No matter if you have no reason, you must say 

11 
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Fig.!. The Bristol (Fall River Line). From Hilton 1968:28. 
Reproduced with the permission of Howell-Nonh Books. 

whom you will think to be the thief:' I made a litde loop in my walk, which 
had not taken a minute, and as I turned toward them, all shadow of doubt 
had vanished. There was no self-criticism. All that was out of place. (Peirce 
1929:271) 

Taking the suspect aside, Peirce was unable co persuade him, either 
through reason, threat, or promise of fifty dollars, co return his belong­
ings to him. He then "ran down to the dock and was driven as fast as 
the cabby could, to Pinkerton's." He was taken to see a Mr. Bangs, the 
head of the New York branch of that famous detective agency, and 
reports the following interview: 

"Mr. Bangs, a negro on the Fall River boat, whose name is so-and-so (I 
gave it) has stolen my watch, chain, and light overcoat. The watch is a 
Charles Frodsham and here is its number. He will come off the boat at one 
o'clock, and will immediately go to pawn the watch, for which he will get 
fifty dollars. 1 wish you to have him shadowed, and as soon as he has the 
pawn ticket, let him be arrested." Said Mr. Bangs, "What makes you think 
he has stolen your watch?" "Why," said I, "I have no reason whatever for 
thinking so; but 1 am entirely confident that it is so. Now if he should not 
go to a pawn shop to get rid of the watch, as I am sure he will, that would 
end the matter, and you need take no step. But I know he will. I have 
given you the number of the watch, and here is my card. You will be quite 
safe to arrest him." (1929:273) 

A PinkertOn man was assigned to his case, but instructed co "act upon 
his own inferences" rather than follow Peirce's surmises about who the 
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Fig. 2. Charles S. Peirce. (From the National Academy of Sciences, 
presumedly taken soon after Peirce's election to that institution, in 

I877·) 

13 

culprit was. The detective, looking into the personal background of 
each Fall River waiter, began shadowing a man ocher than Peirce's sus­
pecr, and this proved to be a false lead. 

When the detective rhus came to a dead end in his investigation, 
Peirce returned to Mr. Bangs, and was advised by him to send postcards 
to all the pawnbrokers of Fall River, New York, and Boston, offering a 
reward for the recovery of his watch. The postcards were mailed OUt on 
June 23. The next day, Peirce and his Pinkerton agent recovered the 
watch from a New York lawyer, who directed them to the pawnbroker 
who had responded to his offer of a reward. The pawnbroker himself 
"described the person who pawned the watch so graphically that no 
doubt was possible that it had been 'my [i.e., Peirce's] man'" 
(1929:275). 
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Fig. 3. George H. Bangs, General Manager of Pinkerton's National 
Detective Agency 1865-1881. From Horan 1967:28. Reproduced 

with the permission of Pinkerton's, Inc. 

Peirce and the detective then made their way to the suspect's lodg­
ings, with the intention of also recovering the missing chain and over­
coat. The detective was reluctant to enter the premises without a war­
rant, so Peirce, disgusted by the agent's ineptitude, went in alone, 
confidently telling the agent that he would return in exactly twelve 
minutes with his property. He then described the following sequence of 
events: 

I mounted the three flights and knocked at the door of the flat- A yellow 
woman came; but another of about the same complexion was just behind 
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what supports it, since from an actual fact it only infers a may-be (may-be 
and may-be not). But there is a decided leaning to the affirmative side 
and the frequency with which that turns out to be an actual fact is ... 
quite the most surprising of all the wonders of the universe" (8.238). 
Comparing our capacity for abduction with "a bird's musical and 
aeronautic powers; that is, it is to us, as those are to them, the loftiest of 
our merely instinctive powers" (1929:282),7 Peirce notes that "re­
troduction goes upon the hope that there is sufficient affinity between 
the reasoner's mind and nature to render guessing not altogether hope­
less, provided each guess is checked by comparison with observation" 
(1.121). 

A given objen presents an extraordinary combination of charaners of 
which we should like to have an explanation. That there is any explanation 
of them is a pure assumption; and if there be, it is some one hidden fact 
which explains them; while there are, perhaps, a million other possible 
ways of explaining them, if they were not all, unforrunately, false. A man is 
found in the streets of New York stabbed in the back. The chief of police 
might open a directory and put his finger on any name and guess that that 
is the name of the murderer. How much would such a guess be worth? But 
the number of names in the directory does not approach the multitude of 
possible laws of attraction which could have accounted for Keppler's [sic] 
law of planetary motion and, in advance of verification by predications of 
perturbations etc., would have accounted for them to perfection. Newton, 
you will say, assumed that the law would be a simple one. But what was 
that but piling guess on guess? Surely, vastly more phenomena in nature 
are complex than simple .... [T]here is no warrant for doing more than 
putting [an abduction] as an interrogation. (Ms. 692) 

Abduction, that is, retroduction- "a poor name," Peirce himself 
confessed-is, according to one of Peirce's later formulations, which 
would appear to owe much to the British philosopher George Berkeley 
(1685 - 1 753), a means of communication between man and his Creator, 
a "Divine privilege" which must be cultivated (Eisele 1976, vol. 
Ill: 206). For Peirce, "according to the doctrine of chances it would be 
practically impossible for any being, by pure chance to guess the cause 
of any phenomenon," and he therefore surmises that there can "be no 
reasonable doubt that man's mind, having been deyeloped under the 
influence of the laws of nature, for that reason naturally thinks some­
what after nature's pattern" (Peirce 1929:269). "It is evident," he writes, 
"that unless man had had some inward light tending to make his guesses 
... much more often true than they would be by mere chance, the 
human race would long ago have been extirpated for its utter incapacity 
in the struggles for existence ... " (Ms. 692). 
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In addition to the principle that the human mind is, as a result of 
natural evolutionary processes, predisposed to guessing correctly about 
the world, Peirce proposes a second conjectural principle to partially 
explain the phenomenon of guessing, namely, that "we often derive 
from observation strong intimations of truth, without being able to 
specify what were the circumstances we had observed which conveyed 
those intimations" (1929:282). Peirce, to recurn to the story of the 
missing watch, was unable to determine on a conscious level which of 
the waiters of the Fall River boat was guilty. Holding himself "in as 
passive and receptive a state" (1929:281) as he could during his brief 
interview with each waiter, it was only when he forced himsdf to make 
what appeared to be a blind guess that he realized that in fact the crook 
had given off some unwitting index and that he himself had perceived 
this telltale sign in, as he put it, an "unself-conscious" manner, having 
made "a discrimination below the surface of consciousness, and not 
recognized as a real judgment, yet in very truth a genuine discrimina­
tion" (1929:280). The processes by which we form hunches about the 
world are, in Peirce's conception, dependent on perceptual judgments, 
which contain general elements such that universal propositions may be 
deduced from them. On the basis of his experimental work on the psy­
chology of perception, conducted at The Johns Hopkins University 
with the well-known psychologist Joseph Jastrow (1863-1944), then 
his student (1929; 7.21-48), Peirce maintained that these perceptual 
judgments are "the result of a process, although of a process not 
sufficiently conscious to be controlled, or, to state it more truly, not 
controllable and therefore not fully conscious" (5.181).8 The different 
elements of a hypothesis are in our minds before we are conscious of 
entertaining it, "but it is the idea of putting together what we had never 
before dreamed of putting together which flashes the new suggestion 
before our contemplation" (5. 181). Peirce describes the formation of a 
hypothesis as "an act of insight," the "abductive suggestion" coming to 
us "like a flash" (5.181). The only difference between a perceptual 
judgment and an abductive inference is that the former, unlike the lat­
ter, is not subject to logical analysis. 

[A]bclucrive inference shades into perceptual judgment without any sharp 
line of demarcation between them; or, in other words, our first premisses, 
the perceptual judgments. ace to be regarded as an extreme case of abduc­
tive inferences, from which they differ in being absolutely beyond crit­
icism. (S.181; cf. 6.522. Ms. 316) 

Abduction, or "the first step of scientific reasoning" (7.2 I 8),9 and the 
"only kind of argument which starts a new idea" (2.97),10 is an instinct 
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which relies upon unconscious perception of connections between as­
pects of the world, or, to use another set of terms, subliminal com­
munication of messages. It is also associated with, or rather produces, 
according to Peirce, a certain type of emotion, which sets it apart from 
either induction or deduction: 

Hypothesis substitutes, for a complicated tangle of predicates attached to 

one subject, a single conception. Now, there is a peculiar sensation belong­
ing to the act of thinking that each of these predicates inheres in the sub­
ject. In hypothetic inference this complicated feeling so produced is re­
placed by a single feeling of greater intensity, that belonging to the act of 
thinking the hypothetic conclusion. Now, when our nervous system is ex­
cited in a complicated way, there being a relation between the elements of 
the excitation, the result is a single harmonious disturbance which I call an 
emotion. Thus, the various sounds made by the instruments of an orchestra 
strike upon the ear, and the result is a peculiar musical emotion, quite 
distinct from the sounds themselves. This emotion is essentially the same 
thing as in hypothetic inference, and every hypothetic inference involves 
the formation of such an emotion. We may say, therefore, that hypothesis 
produces the SlmMOMS element of thought, and induction the habitual ele­
ment. (2.643) 

Hence the pronouncement of a certain confidence and conVICtIOn of 
correctness which Peirce makes in relarion to his derective work. 

SHERLOCK HOLMES-CONSULTING SEMIOTICIAN 

Peirce's account of the merhod by which he recovered his stolen watch 
bears a striking resemblance to Dr. Warson's descriprions of Sherlock 
Holmes in acrion.l1 There are frequent allusions to Holmes as a fox­
hound (e.g., STUD, DANC, BRUC, and DEVI). For example, in Bose, Wat­
son writes: 

Sherlock Holmes was transformed when he was hot upon such a scent as 
this. Men who had only known the quiet thinker and logician of Baker 
Street would have failed to recognize him. His face flushed and darkened. 
His brows were drawn into twO hard black lines, while his eyes shone out 
from beneath them with a steely glitter. His face was bent downward, his 
shoulders bowed, his lips compressed, and his veins stood O'!t like whip­
cord in his long, sinewy neck. His nostrils seemed to dilate with a purely 
animal lust for the chase, and his mind was so absolutely concentrated upon 
the maHer before him that a question or remark fell unheeded upon his 
ears, or, at the most, only provoked a quick, impatient snarl in reply. 
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Referring to this passage, Pierre Nordon comments: "Here we see a 
man transformed with all speed into a fox-hound before our very eyes, 
until he seems almost to have lost the power of speech and be reduced 
to expressing himself by sounds" (1966:217), heeding instead his in­
stinctive, nonverbal powers of perception and abduction. 

It is from such intuitive due-gathering that Holmes is able to formu­
late his hypotheses, although he tends to subsume both the perceptual 
and the hypothetical processes under the rubric of "Observation;' as in 
the following passage from the chapter entitled "The Science of De­
duction" in SIGN, where Holmes and Watson are discussing a French 
detective named Fran\ois Ie Villard: 

[Holmes]: "He possesses two out of three qualities necessary for the 
ideal detective. He has the power of observation and that of deduction. He 
is only wanting in knowledge .... "12 

[Watson]: " ... But you spoke just now of observation and deduction. 
Surely the one to some extent implies the other." 

[Holmes]: "Why, hardly ... For example. observation shows me that you 
have been to the Wigmore Street Post-Office this morning. but deduction 
lets me know that when there you dispatched a telegram." 

[Watson): "Right! ... But I confess that I don't see how you arrived at 
it." 

[Holmes]: "It is simplicity itself ... so absurdly simple, that an explana­
tion is superfluous; and yet it may serve to define the limits of observation 
and of deduction. Observation tells me that you have a little reddish mould 
adhering to your instep. Just opposite the Wigmore Street Office they have 
taken up the pavement and thrown up some earth. which lies in such a way 
that it is difficult to avoid treading in it in entering. The earth is of this 
peculiar reddish tint which is found, as far as I know, nowhere else in the 
neighborhood. So much is observation. The rest is deduction." 

[Watson]: "How, then, did you deduce the telegram?" 
[Holmes]: "Why. of course I knew that you had not written a letter, 

since I sat opposite to you all morning. I see also in your open desk there 
that you have a sheet of stamps and a thick bundle of postcards. What 
could you go into the post-office for, then, but to send a wire? Eliminate all 
other factors, and the one which remains must be the truth." 

Watson then presents Holmes with an even more difficult task, and, 
when the detective again excels, asks him ro explain his process of rea­
soning ... Ah;' Holmes replies, "that is good luck. [ could only say what 
was the balance of probability. I did not expect ro be so accurate." 
When Watson then asks if "it was not mere guesswork" he says, "No, 
no: I never guess. It is a shocking habit-destructive ro the logical fac­
ulty," and attributes his companion's surprise to the fact that "You do 
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not follow my train of thought or observe the small facts upon which 
large inferences may depend." 

Despite such disclaimers, Holmes's powers of observation, his "ex­
traordinary genius for minutiae," as Watson puts it, and of deduction are 
in most cases built on a complicated series of what Peirce would have 
called guesses. In the preceding example, for instance, Holmes can only 
guess that Watson actually entered the post office, rather than having 
merely walked in front of it. Furthermore, Watson might have entered 
the post office to meet a friend rather than to conduct some business, 
and so forth. 

That Holmes was convinced of the importance of studying details for 
successful detection is brought out in the following passage: 

"You appeared to read a good deal upon her which was quite invisible to 
me," I remarked. 

"Not invisible but unnoticed, Watson. You did not know where to look, 
and so you missed all that was important. I can never bring you to realize 
the importance of sleeves, the suggestiveness of thumb-nails, or the great 
issues that may hang from a boot-lace. Now, what did you gather from that 
woman's appearance? Describe it." 

"Well, she had a slate-coloured, broad-brimmed straw hat. with a feather 
of a brickish red. Her jacket was black, with black beads sewn upon it, and 
a fringe of little black jet ornaments. Her dress was brown, rather darker 
than coffee colour. with a little purplish plush at the neck and sleeves. Her 
gloves were greyish, and were worn through at the right forefinger. Her 
boots I didn't observe. She had small, round, hanging gold ear-rings, and a 
general air of being fairly well to do, in a vulgar, comfortable. easy-going 
way." 

Sherlock Holmes clapped his hands softly together and chuckled. 
" 'Pon my word, Watson, you are coming along wonderfully. You have 

really done very well indeed. It is true that you have missed everything of 
importance, but you have hit upon the method, and you have a quick eye 
for colour. Never trust to general impressions, my boy, but concentrate 
yourself upon details. My first glance is always at a woman's sleeve. In a 
man it is perhaps better first to take the knee of the trouser. As you ob­
serve, this woman had plush upon her sleeves, which is a most useful ma­
terial for showing traces. The double line a little above the wrist, where the 
typewritress presses against the table, was beautifully defined. The 
sewing-machine, of the hand type, leaves a similar mark, but only on the 
left arm, and on the side of it farthest from the thumb, instead of being 
right across the broadest pan, as this was. I then glanced at her face, and, 
observing the dint of a pince-nez at either side of her nose, I ventured a 
remark upon short sight and typewriting, which seemed to surprise her." 

"It surprised me." 
"But, surely, it was obvious. I was tlien much surprised and interested on 
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glancing down to observe that, though the boots which she was wearing 
were not unlike each other, they were really odd ones; the one having a 
slightly decorated toe-cap, the other a plain one. One was buttoned only in 
the cwo lower buttons out of live, and the other at (he first, third, and fifth. 
Now, when you see that a young lady, otherwise neatly dressed, has come 
away from home with odd boots, half-buttoned, it is no great deduction to 
say that she came away in a hurry." 

"And what else?" 1 asked .... 
"I noticed, in passing, that she had written a note before leaving home 

but after being fully dressed. You observed that her right glove was torn at 
the forefinger, but you did not apparently see that both glove and finger 
were stained with violet ink. She had written in a hurry and dipped her pen 
too deep. It must have been this morning, or the mark would not remain 
clear upon the finger. All this is amusing, though rather elementary .... " 
(CASE) 

What makes Sherlock Holmes so successful at detection is not that he 
never guesses but that he guesses so well. In fact, be unwittingly follows 
Peirce's advice for selecting the best hypothesis (see 7.220- 320). 

Paraphrasing Peirce's discussion, we might say that the best hypothesis 
is one that is simplest and most natural,13 is the easiest and cheapest to 
test, and yet will contribute to our understanding of the wideSt possible 
range of facts. In the episode of the post office, Holmes's guesses about 
Watson's actions are the most reasonable under the circumstances. 

Furthermore, they enable him, with the minimum of logical baggage, 
to reach a poine from which he may, through further observation, test 
some of the predictions drawn from his hypothesis and thus greatly 
reduce the number of possible conclusions. In other words, Holmes not 
only selects the simplest and most natural hypothesis, but also "breaks a 
hypothesis up into its smallest logical components, and only risks one of 
them at a time," the latter procedure being what Peirce describes as the 
secret of the game of Twenty Questions (7.220; cf. 6.529).14 Taking the 
hypothesis that Watson entered the post office in order to conduct 
some postal business, Holmes deduces (in Peirce's sense) that such 
business would be either to send a letter, purchase stamps andlor 
postcards, or send a telegram. He then systematically tests each of these 
possibilities, quickly coming to what turned out to be the correct one. 
When several explanations are possible, "one tries test after test until 
one or other of them has a convincing amount of support" (BLAN). 

As we have already noted, Peirce maintained that a hypothesis must 
always be considered as a question, and, while all new knowledge 
comes from surmises, these are useless without the test of inquiry. 
Holmes, too, remarks, to Watson in SPEC, "how dangerous it always is 
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(0 reason from insufficient data." The detective also agrees with Peirce 
(2.635; 6.524; 7.202) that prejudices, or hypotheses which we are re­
luctant (0 submit to the test of induction, are a major stumbling block 
to successful reasoning. Holmes notes, for example, that "I make a 
point of never having any prejudices" (REIG; cf. ABBE, NAVA). Peirce's 
admiration for great figures in the history of science, such as Kepler, 
stems precisely from their extraordinary capacity for sustaining the 
guessing-testing-guessing chain. 

It is on this point, concerning the maintenance of objectivity toward 
the facts of a case, that Holmes, much like Peirce in the story that 
opens this book, finds himself at odds with the official representatives 
of the police, or, in the case of Peirce, the Pinkerton professionals. 15 In 
BOSC, for example, Holmes attempts to point out some critical clues (0 

the detective from Scotland Yard, Inspector Lestrade, who, as usual, 
cannot see the relationship between the details unearthed by Holmes 
and the crime being investigated. When he replies, "I am afraid that I 
am still a skeptic," Holmes answers calmly, "You work your own 
method, and I shall work mine." Holmes later describes this conversa­
tion to Watson as follows: 

"By an examination of the ground I gained the trifling details which I gave 
torhat imbecile Lestrade, as to the personality of the criminal." 

"But how did you gain them?" 
"You know my method. It is founded upon the observation of trilles." 

What so often leads the police astray in the Holmes stories is that, early 
in the investigation of a crime, they tend to adopt the hypothesis which 
is most likely to account for a few outstanding facts, ignoring "trifles" 
and thereafter refusing to consider data that do not support their posi­
tion. "There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact," says 
Holmes in BOSe. The police also make the "capital mistake" of theoriz­
ing before they have all the evidence (STUD). The result is that, "insen­
sibly," they begin "to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to 
suit facts" (SCAN).16 The mutual distrust that results from this major 
difference in methodology pervades the Holmes stories. In REIG, Wat­
son remarks to a country official, Inspector Forrester, that "I have usu­
ally found that there was method in his [Holmes's] madness;' to which 
the inspector replies, "Some folk might say there was madness in his 
method." 11 

We are not the first to point out the importance of guessing in Sher­
lock Holmes's method cf detection. Regis Messac, for example, speak­
ing of Holmes's reading of Watson's mind in CARD (cf. the almost iden-
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tical scene in some editions of RESI), notes that there are a million 
things that Watson might be thinking about when he is looking at the 
portrait of General Gordon or that of Henry Ward Beecher, and that 
Holmes is in fact guessing (1929:599). Messac is correct in pointing out 
that, although Holmes occasionally admits that a kind of instinct for 
guessing is involved in his work (e.g., he admits, in STUD, that his 
"curious gifts of instinct and observation" are due to a "kind of 
intuition" -a sentiment he echoes in SIGN and THOR), he nevertheless 
"affirms the reality of 'deduction' " (1929:601). Messac also argues that 
Holmes's deductions are not true deductions at all, nor are they induc­
tions properly speaking, "but rather reasonings founded upon the ob­
servation of one particular fact and leading, through more or less com­
plex circumventions, to another particular fact" (1929:602). And Nor­
don concludes that "it must be said that in practice he [Holmes] gets 
much more conclusive results from observation than from logical pro­
cesses" (1966:245). 

Marcello Truzzi, in a searching article (Ch. 3 in this book) on 
Holmes's method, anticipated our present work by pointing to the 
similarities between the detective's so-called deductions, or inductions, 
and Peirce's abductions, or conjectures. According to Peirce's system of 
logic, furthermore, Holmes's observations are themselves a form of ab­
duction, and abduction is as legitimate a type oflogical inference as either 
induction or deduction (Peirce 8.228). In fact, Peirce maintains that: 

Nothing has so much contributed to present chaotic or erroneous ideas of 
the logic of science as failure to distinguish the essentially different char­
acters of different elements of scientific reasoning; and one of the worst of 
these confusions, as well as one of the commonest, consists in regarding 
abduction and induction taken together (often mixed also with deduction) 
as a simple argument. (8.228)18 

Peirce admits that he himself, "in almost everything [he] printed before 
the beginning of this century ... more or less mixed up Hypothesis and 
Induction" (8.227), and he traces the confusion of these two types of 
reasoning to logicians' too "narrow and formalistic a conception of in­
ference (as necessarily having formulated judgments from its premises)" 
(2.228; cf. 5.590-604; Ms. 475; Ms. 1146). 

Abduction and induction do, of course, "both lead to the acceptance 
of a hypothesis because observed facts are such as would necessarily or 
probably result as consequences of that hypothesis." But: 

Abduction makes its start from the facts, without, at the outset, having any 
particular theory in view, though it is motivated by the feeling that a theory 
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is needed to explain the surprising facts. Induction makes its start from a 
hypothesis which seems to recommend itself, without at the outSet having 
any particular facts in view, though it feels the need of facts to support the 
theory. Abduction seeks a theory. Induction seeks for facts. In abduction 
the consideration of the facts suggests the hypothesis. In induction the 
study of the hypothesis suggests the experiments which bring to light the 
very facts to which the hypothesis had pointed. (7.2 I 8) 

25 

Taking an example which could have been drawn from one of Holmes's 
cases, Peirce provides the following demonstration of the difference 
between these two types of reasoning: 

A certain anonymous writing is upon a torn piece of paper. It is suspected 
that the author is a certain person. His desk, to which only he has had 
access, is searched, and in it is found a piece of paper, the torn edge of 
which exactly fits, in all its irregularities, that of the paper in question. It is 
a fair hypothetic inference that the suspected man was actually the author. 
The ground of this inference evidently is that two torn pieces of paper are 
extremely unlikely to fit together by accident. Therefore, of a great 
number of inferences of this sort, but a very small proportion would be 
deceptive. The analogy of hypothesis with induction is so strong that some 
logicians have confounded them. Hypothesis has been called an induction 
of characters. A number of characters belonging to a certain class are found 
in a certain object; whence it is inferred that all the characters of that class 
belong to the object in question. This certainly involves the same principle 
as induction; yet in a modified form. In the first place, characters are not 
susceptible of simple enumeration like objects; in the next place, characters 
run in categories. When we make an hypothesis like that about the piece of 
paper, we only examine a single line of characters. or perhaps twO or three, 
and we take no specimen at all of others. If the hypothesis were nothing 
but an induction, all that we should be justified in concluding, in the 
example above, would be that the two pieces of paper which matched in 
such irregularities as have been examined would be found to match in 
other, say slighter, irregularities. The inference from the shape of the paper 
to its ownership is precisely what distinguishes hypothesis from induction, 
and makes it a bolder and more perilous step. (2.632) 

Holmes indirecdy acknowledges the more dangerous nature of hypoth­
esis when he advocates the use of "imagination" (RETI, SILV), "intuition" 
(SIGN), and "speculation" ( HOUN). One must be willing to imagine 
what happened and act upon such surmise, and this takes one "into the 
region where we balance probabilities and choose the most likely" 
(HOUN). 

Holmes was known to oscillate between the almost frenzied single­
minded ness of the fox-hound on the trail of his quarry and a sort of 
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lethargic reverie, a combination John G. Cawelti calls "stereotype vi­
talization" (1976: II ,58), an imaginative synthesis of figure types I. I. 
Revzin dubbed "fusion;' also with specific reference to detective fiction 
(1978:385-388). The device, in this context, of course, derives from 
Poe's ambiguous Dupin. Watson points out in the following passage that 
the latter type of activity was also important to Holmes's detection: 

My friend was an enthusiastic musician, being himself not only a very ca­
pable performer but a composer of no ordinary merit. All the afternoon he 
sat in the stalls wrapped in the most perfect happiness, gently waving his 
long, thin fingers in time to the music, while his gently smiling face and his 
languid, dreamy eyes were as unlike those of Holmes, the sleuthhound, 
Holmes the relentless, keen-witted, ready-handed criminal agent, as it was 
possible to conceive. In his singular character the dual nature alternately 
asserted itself, and his extreme exactness and astuteness represented, as I 
have often thought, the reaction against the poetic and contemplative 
mood which occasionally predominated in him. The swing of his nature 
took him from extreme languor to devouring energy; and, as I knew well, 
he was never so truly formidable as when, for days on end, he had been 
lounging in his armchair amid his improvisations and his blackletter edi­
tions. Then it was that the lust of the chase would suddenly come upon 
him, and that his brilliant reasoning power would rise to the level of intui­
tion, until those who were unacquainted with his methods would look 
askance at him as on a man whose knowledge was not that of other mortals .. 
When I saw him that afternoon so enwrapped in the music at St. James's 
Hall I felt that an evil time might be coming upon those whom he set 
himself to hunt down. (REDH) 

Peirce has also commented on the relationship between such mental 
activities and more mundane practices. "There is," he writes, "a certain 
agreeable occupation of mind which ... involves no purpose save that 
of casting aside all serious purpose" and which "I have sometimes been 
half-inclined to call ... reverie with some qualification; but for a frame 
of mind so antipodal to vacancy and dreaminess such a designation 
would be too excruciating a misfit. In fact, it is Pure Play" (6-458). One 
type of Pure Play, "a lively exercise of one's powers" with "no rules, 
except this very law of liberty:' he names Musement, and defines as a 
process by which the mind searches for .. some connection" between 
two of the three Universes of Experience (viz., of Ideas, of Brute Ac­
tuality, and of Signs [6.455]), "with speculation concerning its cause" 
(6.458). Musement 

begins passively enough with drinking in the impression of some nook in 
one of the three Universes. But impression soon passes into attentive ob-



"You Know My Method" 27 

j.', .' 

Fig. 5. Sherlock Holmes dreamily enjoying a concert in "The 
Red-Headed League," Illuscration by Sidney Paget for The Strand 

Magazine, August, 1891. 

servation, observation into musing, musing into a lively give and take of 
communion becween self and self. If one's observations and reflections are 
allowed to specialize themselves coo much, the Play will be converted into 
scientific study .... (6.459) 

Crime, Peirce notes, is particularly suited to the application of Muse­
ment. Citing Dupin's remarks in Poe's "The Murders in the Rue 
Morgue" (to wit: "It appears to me that this mystery is considered in­
soluble for the very reason which should cause it to be regarded as easy 
of solution. I mean the outre character of its features"), Peirce remarks 
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that "those problems that at first blush appear utterly insoluble receive, 
in that very circumstance ... [t]heir smoothly-fitting keys. This particu­
larly adapts them to the Play of Musement" (6.460; see Sebeok 
1981.).19 

We agree, but for different reasons, then, with Nordon's opinion that 
"As the creation of a doctor who had been soaked in the rationalist 
thought of the period,20 the Holmesian cycle offers us for the first time 
the spectacle of a hero triumphing again and again by means of logic 
and scientific method. And the hero's prowess is as marvelous as the 
power of science, which many people hoped would lead to a material 
and spiritual improvement of the human condition, and Conan Doyle 
first among them" (1966:247). 

DISEASE, CRIME, AND SEMIOTICS 

The roots of semiotics are grounded in ancient medical treatises 
(Sebeok 1976:4,125f., 18d.; 1979: Ch. I), illustrating Peirce's conten­
tion that "Speaking in a broad, rough way, it may be said that the sci­
ences have grown out of the useful arts, or out of arts supposed to be 
useful." As astronomy has evolved out of astrology, and chemistry out 
of alchemy, so, too, "physiology, taking medicine as a halfway out of 
magic" (1.226). Peirce appears to have been well versed in the history 
and theory of medicine. His family considered him headed toward a 
career in chemistry and made available to him the medical library of his 
late Uncle Charles, who had been a physician (Fisch: personal com­
munication). In at least one place (2. I In I), Peirce lists some of the 
books on the history of medicine which he had consulted. In 1933, in 
an interview with Henry S. Leonard (a graduate student in philosophy 
at Harvard who had been sent to Peirce's home in Milford, Pennsylva­
nia, following the death of his widow, Juliette Peirce, to collect any 
remaining manuscripts), Peirce's last attending physician, G. Alto Pobe, 
claimed that 

Peirce knew more about medicine than I did. When I went to see him I 
would stay with him a half-hour to an hour at a time. It did you good to 

talk to him. When I arrived he would often tell me all of his symptoms and 
diagnose his illness. Then he would tell me the whole history of the medi­
cal treatment for this illness. Then he would tell me what should be 
prescribed for him now. He was never wrong. He said he had to ask me to 
write out the prescriptions since he did not have an M.D. degree. (In the 
notes of Max H. Fisch) 
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Peirce acknowledges that, concerning statistical problems relating to 
sampling and induction, "The medical men ... deserve special mention 
for the reason that they have had since Galen a logical tradition of their 
own," and, "in their working against reasoning 'post hoc, ergo propter hoc'," 
recognize, "however dimly," the rule of induction that states that "we 
must first decide for what character we propose to examine the sample, 
and only after that decision examine the sample" (1.95 -97). Peirce rec­
ognizes, on the other hand, that medicine, that "materialistic profes­
sion" (8.58), has difficulty adhering to another maxim of induction, 
which requires that samples not be small ones: 

It is by violating this maxim that figures are made to lie. Medical statistics 
in particular are usually contemptibly small, as well as open to the suspicion 
of being picked. I am speaking now of the statistics of reputable physicians. 
It is extremely difficult to collect numerous facts relating to any obscure 
point in medicine, and it is still more difficult to make it evident that those 
facts are a fair representation of the general run of events. This accounts 
for the slow progess of medical science notwithstanding the immense study 
which has been bestowed upon it and for the great errors which will often 
be received for centuries by physicians. Probably there is no branch of 
science which is so difficult in every point of view. It requires a really great 
mind to make a medical induction. This is too obvious to require proof. 
There are so many disturbing influences-personal idiosyncrasies, mixture 
of treatment, accidental and unknown influences, peculiarities of climate, 
race, and season,-that it is particularly essential that the facts should be 
very numerous and should be scrutinized with the eye of a lynx to detect 
deceptions. And yet it is peculiarly difficult to collect facts in medicine. 
One man's experience can seldom be of decisive weight, and no man can 
judge of matters beyond his personal knowledge in medicine, he must trust 
ro the judgment of others. So that while a sample requires ro be more 
extensive and more carefully taken in this science than in any other, in this 
more than in any other these requisites are difficult to fulfill. 

Nothing, therefore, more pitiably manifests the looseness with which 
people in general reason than the readiness of nine persons out of ten to 
pronounce upon the merits of a medicine upon the most limited, the most 
inexact, and the most prejudiced experience which it is possible to call 
experience at all. Any old woman who has seen any amelioration of symp­
roms follow after the administration of a medicine in a dozen cases at all 
resembling one another, will not hesitate to pronounce it an infallible cure 
for any case resembling at all anyone of the dozen. This is shocking. But 
what is worse still, treatment will be recommended even upon a hearsay 
acquaintance with one or two cases. 

Observe, I pray you, the combination of fallacies involved in such a pro­
cedure. In the first place, no induction can, with propriety, be drawn unless 
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a sample has been taken of some definite class. But these foolish 
creatures-who think that merely spending time in a sick-room has made 
Galens of them-are utterly unable to define the disease in question. Sup­
pose it to be diptheria [sic 1 for instance. How do they know diptheria [sic 1 
from sore throat? Their samples are in reality samples of no definite class at 
all. 

In the second place, the number of their instances is scarcely sufficient 
for the simplest induction. In the third place the instances are very likely 
derived from hearsay. Now in addition to the inaccuracy which attaches to 

this kind of evidence, we are more likely to hear of extraordinary things 
relatively to their frequency than we are of ordinary ones. So that to take 
into account such instances is to take picked samples. In the fourth place. 
the predicate which belongs to all the instances in common is usually ut­
terly vague. In the fifth place, a deduction is usually made respecting a case 
in hand without carefully considering whether it really comes under the 
class from which the sample was drawn. In the sixth place more is apt to be 
predicated of the case in hand than has been found of the previous in­
stances. All these fallacies are combined in a sort of argument which one 
can scarcely go a week without hearing an instance of. (Ms. 696)11 

To the extent that the character Sherlock Holmes himself practices 
the methods of medicine,22 an element of art and magic is blended into 
the logic of scientific discovery that he pursues. In our opinion, this is 
what sets Holmes apart as a character from the more purely logical 
method of Edgar Allan Poe's detective Dupin. 

It is by now well recognized that Conan Doyle, a practicing physician 
himself until the Holmes stories made him rich enough (0 give up his 
practice, patterned the character of Sherlock Holmes after his profes­
sor, Dr. Joseph Bell, of the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh. Conan 
Doyle's partial use of a doctor as a model was, however, a conscious 
attempt to introduce a more rigorous scientific method into criminal 
detection than was used theretofore. Messac correctly notes that Doyle 
followed Bell regarding diagnosis extended to the entire personality 
and life of the patient, and that diagnosis "is never absolutely rigorous; 
it involves irresolutions, errors." Detection of crime, like medicine, is a 
sort of "pseudoscience" (1929:617).23 Writing of the birth of STVD, 

Doyle wrote: 

Gaboriau had rather attracted me by the neat dovetailing of his plots, and 
Poe's masterful detective, Chevalier Dupin, had from boyhood been one of 
my heroes. But could I bring an addition of my own? I thought of myoId 
teacher Joe Bell, of his eagle face, of his curious ways, of his eerie trick of 
spotting details. If he were a detective he would surely reduce this fascinat­
ing but unorganized business to something near to an exact science. 
(1924: 69) 
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Doyle was impressed by Bell's exceptional ability at diagnosis, "not only 
of disease, but of occupation and character." He was Bell's outpatient 
clerk, which meant that he had to "array his out-patients, make simple 
notes of their cases, and then show them in, one by one, to the large 
room in which Bell sat in state surrounded by his dressers and students" 
(1924:20). The young medical student then "had ample chance of 
studying his [Bell's] methods and of noticing that he often learned more 
of the patient by a few glances" (ibid.) than by Doyle's own series of 
questions preceding the interview with the doctor. 

Occasionally the results were very dramatic, though there were times when 
he blundered. In one of his best cases he said to a civilian patient: 

Fig. 6. An early portrait of Dr. Joseph Bell of Edinburgh, on whom 
Conan Doyle founded his character. Note the distinctive Holme­

sian profile. From Haycraft 1941:48. 



32 THE SIGN OF THREE 

"Well, my man, you've served in the army." 
"Aye, sir." 
"Not long discharged?" 
"No, sir." 
"A highland regiment?" 
"Aye, sir." 
"A non-com. officer?" 
"Aye, sir." 
"Stationed at Barbados?" 
"Aye, sir." 
"You see, gentlemen;' he would explain, "the man was a respectful man, 

but did not remove his hat. They do not in the army, but he would have 
learned civilian ways had he been long discharged. He has an air of 
authority and he is obviously Sconish. As to Barbados, his complaint is 
elephantiasis, which is West Indian and not British." 

To his audience of Watsons it all seemed quite miraculous until it was ex­
plained, and then it became simple enough. It is no wonder that after the 
study of such a character I used and amplified his methods when in later 
life I tried to build up a scientific detective who solved cues on his own 
merits and not though the folly of the criminal. (1924:20-21) 

While the Barbados dialogue was the only example of Bell's skill in 
observation and deduction recorded by Doyle himself, several ocher 
accounts of Bell's remarkable performances, noted down by physicians 
who were medical students with Doyle at Edinburgh or friends of Dr. 
and Mrs. Bell, have been published and are reviewed by Trevor Hall 
(1978:80-83). William S. Baring-Gould has reproduced one of the 
lesser-known anecdotes (from the Lancet, of August I, 1956): 

A woman with a small child was shown in. Joe Bell said good morning to 
her and she said good morning in reply. 

"What sort of crossing di' ye have fra' Burntisland?" 
"It was guid." 
"And had ye a guid walk up Inverleith Row?" 
"Yes." 
"And what did ye do with th' other wain?" 
"I left him with my sister in Leith." 
"And would ye still be working at the linoleum factory?" 
"Yes. I am." 

"You see, gentlemen, when she said good morning to me 1 noted her Fife 
accent, and, as you know, the nearest town in Fife is Burntisland. You 
notice the red clay on the edges of the soles of her shoes, and the only such 
clay within twenty miles of Edinburgh is the Bmanical Gardens. Inverleith 
Row borders the gardens and is her nearest way here from Leith. You 
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observed that the coat she carried over her arm is too big for the child who 
is with her, and therefore she set out from home with two children. Finally 
she has dermatitis on the fingers of the right hand which is peculiar to 

workers in the linoleum factory at Burntisland." (1967:vol. 1,7) 

Or consider the following report of an interview with Doyle, in June 
1892, originally published in an article by a Mr. Harry How entitled "A 
Day with Dr. Conan Doyle;' which appeared in the Strand Magazine in 
August of the same year, and was reprinted by Hall (1978:82-83): 

[At Edinburgh] 1 met the man who suggested Sherlock Holmes to me ... 
his intuitive powers were simply marvelous. Case No. I would step up. "I 
see;' said Mr. Bell, "You're suffering from drink. You even carry a flask in 
the inside breast pocket of your coat." Another case would come forward. 
"Cobbler, I see." Then he would turn to the students, and point out to 
them that the inside of the knee of the man's trousers was worn. That was 
where the man had rested the lapstone-a peculiarity only found in 
cobblers. 

Hall (1978:78) also notes that Doyle acknowledged his debt to Bell on 
the verso of the title page of The Adventures 0/ Sherlock Holmes (1892), 
where he dedicates the book to his former teacher. Hall further reports 
that, in a letter of May 4, 1892, to Bell, Doyle explained: 

It is most certainly to you that lowe Sherlock Holmes, and though in the 
stories 1 have the advantage of being able to place [the detective] in all 
sorts of dramatic positions, 1 do not think that his analytical work is in the 
least an exaggeration of some effects which I have seen you produce in the 
outpatient ward. Round the centre of deduction and inference and obser­
vation which I have heard you inculcate, I have tried to build up a man who 
pushed the thing as far as it would go-further occasionally-and 1 am so 
glad that the results satisfied you, who are the critic with the most right to 
be severe. (1978:78) 

Certainly the following passage echoes to a startling degree some of the 
anecdotes involving Joseph Bell. Holmes and his brother Mycroft are 
seated together in the bow window (cf. Sebeok 1981: Ch. 3) of the 
Diogenes Club, when Mycroft says: 

"To anyone who wishes to study mankind this is the spot .... Look at the 
magnificent types! Look at these two men who are coming towards us, for 
example." 

"The billiard-marker and the other?" 
"Precisely. What do you make of the other?" 
The twO men had stopped opposite the window. Some chalk marks over 
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Fig. 7. Ponrait of Mycroft Holmes. Illustration by Sidney Paget for 
"The Greek Interpreter;' The Strand Magazine, September, 1893. 

the waistcoat pocket were the only signs of billiards which I [Warson] could 
see in one of (hem. The orher was a very small, dark fellow, wirh his hat 
pushed back and several packages under his arm. 

"An old soldier, I perceive;' said Sherlock. 
"And very recently discharged," remarked rhe brother. 
"Served in India, I see." 
"And a non-commissioned officer," 
"Royal Anillery, I fancy;' said Sherlock, 
"And a widower." 
"Bur wirh a child," 
"Children, my dear boy, children." 
"Come," said I [i,e" Watson]' laughing, "(his is a litr/e coo much," 
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"Surely;' answered Holmes, "it is not hard to see that a man with that 
bearing, expression of authority, and sun-baked skin is a soldier, is more 
than a private, and is not long from India." 

"That he has not left the service long is shown by his still wearing his 
ammunition boots, as they are called," observed Mycroft. 

"He had not the cavalry stride, yet he wore his hat on one side, as is 
shown by the lighter skin on that side of his brow. His weight is against his 
being a sapper. He is in the artillery." 

"Then, of course, his complete mourning shows that he has lost someone 
very dear. The fact that he is doing his own shopping looks as though it 
were his wife. He has been buying things for children, you perceive. There 
is a rattle, which shows that one of them is very young. The wife probably 
died in childbed. The fact that he has a picture-book under his arm shows 
that there is another child to be thought of." (GREE) 
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Bell himself brings out the similarity between crime and disease in the 
foHowing passage, written in 1893 and cited by Starrett (1971:25-26): 

Try to learn the features of a disease or injury, gentlemen, as precisely as 
you know the features, the gait, the tricks of manner of your most intimate 
friend. Him, even in a crowd, you can recognize at once. It may be a crowd 
of men dressed all alike, and each having his full complement of eyes, nose, 
hair and limbs. In every essential they resemble one another; only in trilles 
do they differ-and yet, by knowing these trilles well, you make your 
recognition or your diagnosis with ease. So it is with disease 0/ mind or body 
or morals.24 Racial peculiarities, hereditary tricks of manner, accent, occu­
pation or the want of it, education, environment of every kind, by their 
little trivial impressions gradually mould or carve the individual, and leave 
finger marks or chisel scores which the expert can detect. The great broad 
characteristics which at a glance can be recognized as indicative of heart 
disease or consumption, chronic drunkenness or long-continued loss of 
blood, are the common property of the veriest tyro in medicine, while to 
masters of their art there are myriads of signs eloquent and instructive, but 
which need the educated eye to discover .... The importance 0/ the infinitely 
lillle is incalculable. Poison a well at Mecca with the cholera bacillus and the 
holy water which the pilgrims carry off in bottles will infect a continent. 
The rags of a victim of a plague will terrify every seaport in Christendom. 
[Emphasis ours] 

This manner of viewing symptoms as distinctive features of the identity 
of a disease, which is then treated as a concrete entity, brings to mind a 
passage in one of Peirce's unpublished manuscripts (Ms. 3 I 6), where, 
explaining that "our knowledge of the majority of general conceptions 
comes about in a manner altogether analogous to our knowledge of an 
individual person," he criticizes the dictum of French physiologist 
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Claude Bernard (181 3 - 1878) that "Disease is not an entity; it is noth­
ing but an assemblage of symptoms." Peirce maintains that, rather than 
a physiological doctrine, it is one of false logic. "But in the light of the 
positive discoveries of Pasteur and Koch, considered in connection with 
the theories of Weissmann [sic), we see that, as far as zymotic [i.e., 
infectious] diseases are concerned, they are just as much a thing as the 
ocean is a thing ... [An] assemblage of symptoms [is] not only an entity 
but necessarily a concrete thing. . . ." Had Bernard understood this, 
Peirce goes on to say, "he might have set himself to work very usefully 
to obtain some further acquaintance with that thing." 

Sherlock Holmes does indeed practice what Bell preaches. He builds 
up to a "diagnosis," that is, an identification of a criminal pathology, 
through a series of minute perceptions, linked together by hypothesis, 
and he furthermore usually ends by treating a former case like an old 
familiar friend. Consider, for example, the following often-cited ac­
count of Holmes reading Watson's mind (on "thought-reading," cf. 
n.14): 

Finding that Holmes was too absorbed for conversation, I had tossed aside 
the barren paper, and, leaning back in my chair, I fell into a brown study. 
Suddenly my companion's voice broke in upon my thoughts. 

"You are right, Watson;' said he. "It does seem a very preposterous way 
of settling a dispute." 

"Most preposterous!" I exclaimed, and then, suddenly realizing how he 
had echoed the inmost thought of my soul, I sat up in my chair and stared 
at him in blank amazement. 

"What is this, Holmes?" I cried. "This is beyond anything which I could 
have imagined .. , . I have been seated quietly in my chair, and what clues 
can I have given you?" 

"You do yourself an injustice. The features are given to man as the 
means of which he shall express his emotions, and yours are faithful ser­
vants." 

"Do you mean to say that you read my train of thoughts from my fea­
tures?" 

"Your features, and especially your eyes. Perhaps you cannot yourself 
recall how your reverie commenced?" 

"No, I cannot." 
"Then I will tell you. After throwing down your paper, which was the 

action which drew my attention to you, you sat for half a minute with a 
vacant expression. Then your eyes fixed themselves upon your newly 
framed picture of General Gordon, and I saw by the alteration in your face 
that a train of thought had been started. But it did not lead very far. Your 
eyes turned across co the unframed portrait of Henry Ward Beecher, which 
stands up upon the cop of your books. You then glanced up at the wall, and 
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Fig. 8 .... 1 tell 10 to a brown study. Illustration by Sidney Paget for 
"The Cardboard Box," The Strand Magazine, January, 1893. 
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of course your meaning was obvious. You were thinking that if the portrait 
were framed it would just cover that bare space and correspond with Gor­
don's picture over there." 

"You have followed me wonderfully!" I exclaimed. 
"So far I could hardly have gone astray. But now your thoughts went 

back to Beecher, and you looked hard across as if you were studying the 
character in his features. Then your eyes ceased to pucker, but you contin­
ued to look across, and your face was thoughtful. You were recalling the 
incidents of Beecher's career. I was well aware that you could not do this 
without thinking of the mission which he undertook on behalf of the 
North at the time of the Civil War, for I remember you expressing your 
passionate indignation at the way in which he was received by the more 
turbulent of our people. You felt so strongly about it that I knew you could 
not think of Beecher without thinking of that also. When a moment later I 
saw your eyes wander away from the picture, I suspected that your mind 
had now turned to the Civil War, and when I observed that your lips set, 
your eyes sparkled, and your hands clinched, I was positive that you were 
indeed thinking of the gallantry which was shown by both sides in that 
desperate struggle. But then, again, your face grew sadder; you shook your 
head. You were dwelling upon the sadness and horror and useless waste of 
life. Your hand stole toward your own old wound, and a smile quivered on 
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your lips, which showed me that the ridiculous side of this method of set­
tling international questions had forced itself upon your mind. At this point 
I agreed with you that it was preposterous, and was glad to find that all my 
deductions had been correct:' 

"Absolutely!" said I. "And now that you have explained it, I confess that 
I am as amazed as before." (RESI; .cf. CARD) 

Testing a hypothesis as to the identity of a person through the collec­
tion of clues from that individual's physical appearance, speech patterns, 
and the like always involves a certain amount of guessing, for which 
reason Peirce calls it abductory induction (or, sometimes, speculative mod­
eling): 

But suppose that, while I am travelling upon a railway, somebody draws my 
attention to a man near us, and asks me whether he is not something allied 
to a catholic priest. I thereupon begin to run over in my mind the observ­
able characteristics of ordinary catholic priests, in order to see what pro­
portion of them this man displays. Characteristics are not capable of being 
counted or measured; their relative significance in reference to the ques­
tion put can only be vaguely estimated. Indeed, the question itself admits 
of no precise answer. Nevertheless, if the man's style of dress,-boots, 
trousers, coat, and hat,-are such that are seen on the majority of Ameri­
can catholic priests, if his movements are such as are characteristic of them, 
betraying a similar state of nerves, and if the expression of countenance, 
which results from a certain long discipline, is also characteristic of a priest, 
while there is a single circumstance very unlike a Roman priest, such as his 
wearing a masonic emblem, I may say he is not a priest, but he has been, or 
has been near becoming, a catholic priest. This sort of vague induction, I 
term an ahductory induction. (Ms. 692;cf. 6.526) 

And again, from priest to nun: 

Streetcars are famous ateliers for speculative modeling. Detained there, 
with no business to occupy him, one sets to scrutinizing the people oppo­
site, and to working up biographies to fit them. I see a woman of forcy. Her 
countenance is so sinister as scarcely to be matched among a thousand, 
almost to the border of insanity, yet with a grimace of amiability that few 
even of her sex are sufficiently trained to command:-along with it, those 
two ugly lines, right and left of the compressed lips, chronicling years of 
severe discipline. An expression of servility and hypocrisy there is, too 
abject for a domestic; while a certain low, yet not quite vulgar, kind of 
education is evinced, together with a taste in dress neither gross nor 
meretricious, but still by no means elevated, bespeak companionship with 
something superior, beyond any mere contact as of a maid with her mis­
tress. The whole combination, although not striking at first glance, is seen 
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upon close inspection to be a very unusual one. Here our theory declares 
an explanation is called for; and I should not be long in guessing that the 
woman was an ex-nun. (7. I 96) 

39 

In the preceding examples, each question put to Peirce is itself an 
hypothesis, similar in some respects to the inference noted in an au­
tobiographical passage from another Peirce paper, where he writes: 

I once landed at a seaport in a Turkish province; and, as I was walking up to 
the house which I was to visit, I met a man upon horseback, surrounded by 
four horsemen holding a canopy over his head. As the governor of the 
province was the only personage I could think of who could be so greatly 
honored, I inferred that this was he. This was an hypothesis. (2.625) 

The above examples illustrate what Sherlock Holmes refers to as "rea­
soning backward" (cf. Peirce's retro-dllction), a skill which, while similar 
in many respects to the type of thinking in which the common man 
ensa8es in his everyday life, nevenheless requires a cenain amount of 
specialized training: 

"In solving a problem of this sort, the grand thing is to be able to reason 
backward. That is a very useful accomplishment, and a very easy one, but 
people do not practice it much. In the everyday affairs of life it is more 
useful to reason forward, and so the other comes to be neglected. There 
are fifty who can reason synthetically for one who can reason analytically." 

"I confess," [said Watson), "that I do not quite follow you." 
"I hardly expected that you would. Let me see if I can make it clearer. 

Most people, if you describe a train of events to them, will tell you what 
the result would be. They can put those events together in their minds, and 
argue from them that something will come to pass. There are few people, 
however, who, if you told them a result, would be able to evolve from their 
own inner consciousness what the steps were which led up to that result. 
This power is what I mean when I talk of reasoning backward, or analytical­
ly." (STUD) 

Holmes, in fact, frequently remarks to Watson that he sees just what 
everyone else sees, only he has trained himself to apply his method in 
order to determine the full significance of his perceptions. For example, 
Watson is asked by Holmes to examine a hat in order to find a clue as to 
the identity of the gentleman who had worn it. "I can see nothing;' is 
Watson's reply, to which Holmes responds, "On the contrary, Watson, 
you see everything, You fail, however, to reason from what you see. 
You are toO timid in drawing your inferences" (BLUE). Or again, when 
Watson says, "You have evidently seen more in these rooms than was 
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Fig. 9. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle ar his desk in Sourhsea, 1886, al­
legedly wriring"A Srudy in Scarier." From Nordon 1966: facing 36. 

visible to me," Holmes replies, "No, but I fancy that I may have de­
duced a little more. I imagine that you sawall that I did" (SPEC). 

Peirce himself distinguished between what he called logica utens, or a 
rudimentary sense of logic-in-use, which is a certain general method by 
which everyone acquires truth, without, however, being aware of doing 
so and without being able to specify in what that method consists, and a 
more sophisticated sense of logic, or logica docens, practiced by logicians 
and scientists (but also certain detectives and medical doctors), which is 
a logic which may be self-consciously taught and is therefore a theoreti­
cally developed method of discovering truth (Ms. 692; cf. Ransdell 
1977:165). The scientist or logician does not, however, invent his logica 
docens, but rather studies and develops the natural logic he and every­
one else already use in daily life. Sherlock Holmes would appear to 
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share this view, judging from his speech to Watson, in which he re­
marks: "We would not dare to conceive the things which are really mere 
commonplaces of existence .... Depend upon it, there is nothing so 
unnatural as the commonplace" (IDEN). Holmes asserts, furthermore, 
that his methods are "but systematized common sense" (BLAN). 

This is Holmes's description of the model he attempts to follow: 

The ideal reasoner ... would, when he had once been shown a single fact 
in all its bearings, deduce from it not only the chain of events which led up 
to it but also the results which would follow from it. As Cuvier could 
correctly describe a whole animal by the contemplation of a single bone, so 
the observer who has thoroughly understood one link in a series of inci­
dents should be able to accurately state all the other ones, both before and 
after. (FIVE). 

There seems to be little doubt that the logica docens of Sherlock 
Holmes stems in large parr from the scientific training of his creator, 
Conan Doyle. Doyle's teacher, Bell, in fact, had written that "Dr. 
Conan Doyle's education as a student of medicine. taught him to ob­
serve, and his practise, both as a general practitioner and a specialist, 
has been a splendid training for a man such as he is, gifted with eyes, 
memory and imagination" (Bell 1893, cited in Nordon 1966:213). In 
particular, the controlling awareness exhibited by Holmes would appear 
to owe much to his dedication to chemistry.25 While "the fac;ade of 
chemical research, never very strong, became less and less well­
maintained as time went on, until it collapsed entirely;' Holmes's chem­
ical corner served "to keep him in practical touch with an exact science 
where cause and effect, action and reaction, followed each other with a 
predictability beyond the power of the less precise 'science of detection' 
to achieve, however hard he might strive toward exactitude in his cho­
sen profession" (Trevor Hall 1978:36-37). As Holmes proclaimed: 
"Like all other Arts, the Science of Deduction and Analysis is one 
which can only be acquired by long and patient study, nor is life long 
enough to allow any mortal to attain the highest possible perfection in 
it" (STUD). 

Peirce himself had a life-long devotion to chemistry. In 1909, he 
wrote: 

I early became interested in a childish way in dynamics and physics and my 
father's brother being a chemist, I must have been about twelve years when 
I set up a chemical laboratory of my own and began to work through 
Leibig's hundred bottles of qualitative analysis and to make such things as 
vermillion both in the dry and the wet way and to repeat a great many 
well-known processes of chemistry. (Ms. 619) 
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Fig. 10. Holmes was ... working hard over a chemical investiga­
tion. Illustration by Sidney Paget for "The Naval Treaty," The 

Strand Magazine, October, 1893. 

Chemistry was the profession for which Peirce was specially educated, 
and it was "the science in which [he had] worked the most" and "whose 
reasoning [he] most admire[ d]" (Ms. 453; d. Hardwick 1977: 1 14)· 

For the person unschooled in theoretical logic, an exhibition of the 
reasoning skills of an expert will, if he is unenlightened by the latter as 
to the logical steps which he followed, appear to be very much like 
magic. Nordan points out that "His deductions lead Holmes to make 
revelations which appear almost magical" (1966:222). Dr. Watson is, as 
everyone knows, constantly overwhelmed by the deductions of 
Holmes. This effect is heightened by Holmes's "notable taste ... for 
theatrical arrangement and dramatic effects" (Starrett 1971:29), an in­
clination that he shares with Peirce, judging from the dramatic way in 
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which the latter related the story of the missing watch, as well as from 
the fact that he was reputed to have shown quite an interest in and 
talent for drama from boyhood on. 26 

"The stage lost a fine actor," writes Watson of Holmes, "even as sci­
ence lost an acute reasoner, when he became a specialist in crime" 
(SCAN). To some extent, the dramatic way in which Holmes displays his 
logical operations is akin to the manner in which some physicians seek 
to impress their patients as to their seemingly magical powers of diag­
nosis, thereby developing a feeling of confidence on the part of the 
patient that will contribute to the healing process. 27 

Joseph Bell himself refers to this type of psychological manipulation 
as follows: 

The recognition [of disease) depends in great measure on the accurate and 
rapid appreciation of small points in which the disease differs from the 
healthy state. In fact, the student must be taught to observe. To interest 
him in this kind of work we teachers find it useful to show the student how 
much a trained use of observation can discover in ordinary matters such as 
the previous history, nationality and occupation of a patient. The patient, 
too, is likely to be impressed by your ability to ,un him in the future if he sees 

Fig. 1 J. '1 can never resist a touch of the dramatic' - returning the 
stolen papers to Phelps in 'The Naval Treaty." Illustration by Sid­

ney Paget for The Strand Magazine, November, 1893. 
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that you, at a glance, know much 0/ his past. And the whole trick is much easier 
than it appears at first. (Trevor Hall 1978:83; emphasis ours). 

Holmes frequently opens his initial interview with a prospective client 
with a stunning series of "deductions," much as Bell describes, and 
these "clever little deductions ... often have nothing to do with the 
matter in hand, but impress the reader with a general sense of power. 
The same effect is gained by his offhand allusion to other cases" 
(1924:101-102).28 

And who among us has not been intimidated by a related interview 
technique used on us by our own doctor, when he asks us a series of 
seemingly unrelated questions (e.g., Have you been smoking heavily 
lately? Does it hurt only at night? Has your mother ever suffered from 
headaches?), upon the termination of which he may suddenly announce 
his diagnosis, a pronouncement that appears to us, being unable to 
judge the significance of each separate clue, and hence the logicality of 
the sequence of questioning, as nothing short of numinous. If the 
physician has already guessed at a diagnosis, but has not announced it to 
the patient, the questions which he uses to test his hypothesis will ap­
pear to the patient almost as an exercise in extrasensory perception 
(e.g., You have this sensation only one and a half hours after eating, and 
it is accompanied by a throbbing pain in your right arm-Why yes, how 
did you know?). 

While guessing is an important part of all logical operations, as Peirce 
taught us, the typical patient might be expected to lose confidence in 
his doctor were he to learn the amount of guesswork that goes into 
medical diagnosis and treatment, so that physicians are more or less 
obliged to cover up this aspect of their practice, much as Sherlock 
Holmes is in order to build up his reputation as a master detective. As 
in the example just discussed, physicians do so by so-to-speak mystify­
ing the client through the intentional obfuscation of the reasoning 
process, making questions appear as deductions, by simply acting as if a 
diagnosis had been arrived at through deduction and induction, without 
a preceding abduction, or by appearing to understand our innermost 
thoughts and feelings without the intermediary of signs given off by the 
patient. 

The importance of such tricks for Holmes's reputation is brought out 
in the following passage where the detective is interviewing a Mr. Jabez 
Wilson. Holmes announces his startlingly accurate conclusion as to Mr. 
Wilson's background and lifestyle, at which point Mr. Wilson "started 
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up in his chair" and asked "How, in the name of good fortune, did you 
know all that Mr. Holmes?" 

"How did you know for example, that I did manual labour? It's as true as 
gospel, for I began as a ship's carpenter." 

"Your hands, my dear sir. Your right hand is quite a size larger than your 
left. You have worked with it, and the muscles are more developed." 

"Well, the snuff, then, and the Freemasonry?" 
"I won't insult your intelligence by telling you how I read that, especially 

Fig. 12. Impressing the client from the start, a favorite Holmes 
gambit. Here he shatters Mr. Grant Munro's incognito in "The Yel­
low Face" by reading Munro's name on the lining of his hat. Illus­
tration by Sidney Paget for The Strand Magazine, February, 1893. 



46 THE SIGN OF THREE 

as, rather against the strict rules of your order, you use an arc-and-compass 
breast pin." 

"Ah, of course, 1 forgot that. But the writing?" 
"What else can be indicated by that right cuff so very shiny for five 

inches, and the left one with the smooth patch near the elbow where you 
rest it upon the desk?" 

"Well, but China?" 
"The fish that you have tattooed immediately above your right wrist 

could only have been done in China. 1 have made a small study of tattoo 
marks and even contributed to the literature of the subject. That trick of 
staining the fishes' scales of a delicate pink is quite peculiar to China. 
When, in addition, 1 see a Chinese coin hanging from your watch-chain, the 
matter becomes even more simple." 

Mr. Jabez Wilson laughed heavily. "Well, 1 never!" said he. "I thought at 
first that you had done something clever, but 1 see that there was nothing 
in it, after all." 

"I begin to think, Watson;' said Holmes, "that 1 made a mistake in ex­
plaining. 'Omne ignolf1m pro magnifico,' you know, and my poor little repu­
tation, such as it is, will suffer shipwreck if I am so candid." (RBDH) 

Or again, Holmes remarks that "I am afraid that I rather give myself 
away when I explain .... Results without causes are much more im­
pressive" (STOC). Holmes is less than completely candid when he says 
to a client, "I am afraid that my explanation may disillusion you, but it 
has always been my habit to hide none of my methods, either from my 
friend Watson or from anyone who might take an intelligent interest in 
them" (REIG).29 

THAUMATURGY IN FACT AND FICTION 

The juxtaposition of the method of Charles Peirce, detective, with 
the method of Sherlock Holmes, semiotician, which began as a jeu 
d'esprit, ends by shedding unexpected light on both the historical figure 
and the fictional one. From the perspective of the great logician and 
polymath, Holmes's Science of Deduction and Analysis, set forth com­
prehensively in his "The Book of Life" (STUD), where the "writer 
claimed by a momentary expression, a twitch of a muscle or glance of 
an eye, to fathom a man's inmost thoughts;' are seen as far from the 
"ineffable twaddle" or "rubbish" that Watson at first thought they were. 
The theories that Holmes expressed in the article, which appeared to 
his Boswell "so chimerical, are really extremely practical;' and his pro­
jected one-volume textbook on the "whole art of detection" (ABBE), to 

which he had planned to "devote [his] declining years;' assumes a con­
textual rationale in the history of ideas, based, partly as it is, partly as it 
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might have been, on a "mixture of imagination and reality" (THOR) and 
the judicious exercise of speculation as "the scientific use of imagina­
tion" (HOUN). 

Holmes was a brilliant physician to the body politic, the disease of 
which is crime. He speaks of his cases "with the air of a pathologist who 
presents a rare specimen" (CREE). Holmes was pleased that Watson had 
chosen to chronicle those incidents that gave room for deduction and 
logical synthesis. While he maintained (STUD) that "all life is a great 
chain, the nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single 
link of it," he also held that his conclusions from one to the other "were 
as infallible as so many propositions of Euclid. 50 startling would his 
results appear to the uninitiated that until they learned the processes by 
which he had arrived at them they might well consider him as a necro­
mancer." 

Peirce was, in his way, as great a necromancer as Holmes, and that is 
why his writings and the details of his biography keep us all spellbound. 
He was, according to Charles Morris's both weighty and accurate char­
acterization (1971:337), "heir of the whole historical philosophical 
analysis of signs. . . ." Peirce represents the tallest peak so far in the 
mountain range that begins to rise in ancient Greece with the clinical 
semiotics of Hippocrates, is more fully as well as more explicitly devel­
oped by Galen (5ebeok 1979; Ch. I), and continues with the physician 
Locke, whose semiotike Peirce "distinctly weighed, and duly considered" 
and which surely afforded "another sort of Logick and Critick, than 
what we have been hitherto acquainted with" (Locke 1975:721). 

It is one thing to proclaim-as we do-the continuity and cumula­
tive effect of this panorama, extending from archaic medical diagnostics 
and prognostics to the modern expressions of a doctrine of signs by 
Peirce and beyond, on the part of such modern virtuosos as the Baltic 
biologist Jakob von Uexkiill (1864-1944), and the French mathema­
tician Rene Thorn (born 1923). To document it is quite another. The 
proof will take at least one more generation of concentrated effort by 
teams of knowledgeable specialists in the labyrinthine history of the 
sign science (cf. Pelc 1977), only the barest outlines of which have 
hitherto been delineated by those few explorers who are equipped to 
follow upon the clues laid bare by Peirce, so far the boldest pioneer, or 
backwoodsman, in this high adventure. 
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NOTES 

1. The authors acknowledge, with thanks, the helpful comments made by 
Martin Gardner, Christian Kloesel, Edward C. Moore, Joseph Ransdell, David 
Savan, and John Bennett Shaw, in response to a preliminary version of this 
paper. Our special thanks go to Max H. Fisch, himself a master detective, for 
his generous and invaluable assistance in tracking down correspondence and 
passages in Peirce's unpublished manuscripts which bear upon the issues dis­
cussed here, and for sharing with us some of his endlessly varied and fascinating 
store of Peirce-related information. Fisch's detailed comments on this piece are 
included in Sebeok 1981:17-21. 

2. References to the Collected Papers 0/ Charles Sanders Peirce (see Peirce 
1965 -66) are abbreviated in the customary way by volume and paragraph 
number. References to Peirce manuscripts include the catalogue number from 
Robin 1967. 

3. Peirce's full account of the ensuing story of detection, written in 1907, was 
not published until 1929, in The Hound and Horn. In a letter to William James, 
July 16, 1907, Peirce writes that, following James's suggestion, he had reported, 
in an article which he had submitted to the Atlantic Monthly that June, the story 
of his losing his watch (see the notes of Fisch 1964: 31, fn. 28, concerning corre­
spondence between Peirce and others regarding this article). Bliss Perry, the 
editor of that magazine, rejected his paper. A much condensed version of it, 
with the narrative of the theft merely summarized in a footnote, appeared in 
7.36-48. 

4. Peirce's remarkable aplomb is given charming expression in a letter which 
he sent to Superintendent C. P. Patterson, of the Coast Survey, on June 24: "I 
have to report that I arrived here last Saturday and my watch, the property of 
the Survey, was stolen from me ... at the instant of my arrival. I at once set to 
work to find it and was so happy as to succeed this afternoon, I strongly hope to 
capture the thief tomorrow morning before seven o'clock .... " 

5. Discussing his role in the legal formalities involved, Peirce goes on to say 
that "I sent word to the District Attorney and hoped he would keep the pris­
oners as long as possible after which I don't see that we need to press it further, 
to do which I should have to give up the Paris expedition." In 1902, Peirce was 
to express much stronger views on the question of crime and its punishment: 
"[It] so burns in my heart that if I could, I would abolish almost all punishment 
of grown people, and all judicial approval or disapproval except of the court's 
own officers. Let public opinion have its approvals and disapprovals, until public 
opinion learns better. But as for public force, let it be restricted to doing what 
is necessary to the welfare of society. Punishment, severe punishment, the bar­
baric punishment of a prison cell, infinitely more cruel than death, is not in the 
least conducive to public or to private welfare. As for the criminal classes, I 
would extirpate them, not by the barbarous method which some of those mon­
sters whom economics has evolved propose, but by keeping the criminals 
confined in relative luxury, making them useful, and preventing reproduction. 
It would be easy to convert them from a source of enormous expense, and 
perpetual injury to people, into self-supporting harmless wards of the state. The 
only expense would be that of losing our darling revenge upon them. As for 
sporadic criminals, defalcators, murderers, and the like, I would deport them to 
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an island, and leave them to govern themselves, and deal with one another. for 
trifling violations of order, trifling punishments might be retained" (2.164). 

6. "Abduction is, after all, nothing but guessing," he wrote elsewhere (7.219; 
cf. Ms. 692). Compare Chomsky's explicatory remarks (1979:71) in relation to 
abduction, concerning "the philosopher to whom [he feels] closest": "Peirce 
argued that to account for the growth of knowledge, one must assume that 
'man's mind has a natural adaptation to imagining correct theories of some 
kinds,' some principle of 'abduction' which 'puts a limit on admissible hypothe­
sis,' a kind of 'instinct,' developed in the course of evolution. Peirce's ideas on 
abduction were rather vague, and his suggestion that biologically given structure 
plays a basic role in the selection of scientific hypotheses seems to have had 
very little influence, To my knowledge, almost no one has tried to develop 
these ideas further, although similar notions have been developed indepen­
dently on various occasions. Peirce has had an enormous influence, but not for 
this particular reason." The standard monograph on this neglected aspect of 
Peirce's contribution to the philosophy of science is Fann's (1970) very brief, 
yet thorough, thesis (written in 1963), a noteworthy feature of which is an 
allusion to Sherlock Holmes; Fann's examples are drawn to "show that the 
method of science has much in common with the method of detectives" 
(ibid.:58). See further Walsh (1972). 

7. Peirce maintained elsewhere that the ability of a newly hatched chick to 
pick up food, "choosing as it picks, and picking what it aims to pick;' while "not 
reasoning, because it is not done deliberately;' is nevertheless "in every respect 
but that ... just like abductive inference;' and he further traces the physical and 
social sciences back to the animal instincts for, respectively, getting food and 
reproduccion (Ms. 692), Retroduction is a type of instinctive behavior two 
classic examples of which are the migration of robins and the hive-building of 
bees. Peirce called the seemingly intelligent behavior of the lower animals if 
lume naturale. which he considered indispensable to retroduction. (On the no­
tion of "Iumiere naturelle," see Ayim 1974:43, fn. 4). Peirce spoke of rational, 
animal, and vegetable instinct; we concur with Ayim's view (ibid. 36) that all 
levels of instinctive accivity "have this feature in common-the activity caters to 
the survival and well-being of the species as a whole by enabling species mem­
bers to react appropriately to environmental conditions"; this holds, as well, for 
man-as-a-scientist. See further Norwood Russell Hanson's interesting observa­
tion (in Bernstein 1965:59) that "Often the thrust of Holmes' comment, 'Sim­
ple deduction my dear Watson,' is to the effect that the reasoning in question 
has proceeded from the previously accepted to what should be expected. But 
JUSt as often the mathematician and the scientist will argue from the bottom of 
the page ·up ... · This is one of the things Peirce identifies as ·retroducing·. It 
proceeds from an unexpected anomaly to a premiss cluster, most parts of which 
are already accepted. Needless to point out, contrary to Hanson's attribution, 
Holmes never uttered the words cited; nor did Holmes ever say, "Elementary, 
my dear Watson." 

8. For a detailed discussion of the experimental work on the psychology of 
perception, conducted by Peirce and Joseph Jastrow, which Peirce presents as 
evidence in support of his theory of guessing, see Peirce 1929 and 7.21-48. 

9. Concerning scientific method, abduction is, according to Peirce, "merely 
preparatory" (7.218). The other "fundamentally different kinds of reasoning" in 
science are deduction and induction (see the discussion in 1.65-68,2,96-97, 
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5.145,7.97,7.202-07). BrieHy, the step ot adopting a hypothesis or a proposi­
tion which would lead to the prediction of what appear to be surprising facts is 
called abduction (7.202). The step by which the necessary and probable expe­
riential consequences of our hypothesis are traced out is called deduction 
(7.203). Induction is the name Peirce gives to the experimental testing of the 
hypothesis (7.206). 

10. Peirce also calls abduction "Originary Argument" since it is, of the three 
forms of reasoning, the only one which starts a new idea (2.96) and, in fact, "Its 
only justification is that if we are ever to understand things at all, it must be in 
that way" (5.145). Similarly, "neither deduction nor induction can ever add the 
smallest item to the data of perception; and ... mere percepts do not constitute 
any knowledge applicable to any practical or theoretical use. All that makes 
knowledge applicable comes to us via abduction" (Ms. 692). 

11. There is, to our knowledge, no direct evidence that Peirce had read any 
of the Holmes stories, or that he had met Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. It is likely, 
however, that Peirce heard something of at least the early Holmes stories. The 
first story to appear in the United States "A Study in Scarlet," was published as 
early as 1888, by Ward, Lock, and in 1890 "The Sign of Four" appeared in 
Lippincott's Magazine, the major contemporaneous rival to the Atlant;c Monthly, 
which we know Peirce did read (see fn. 3 above). In addition, there was already 
a vogue for Doyle in the United States by 1894, when the celebrated writer 
spent two months in this country giving a series of lectures and meeting his 
American compeers (Nordon 1966:39-40). Peirce had grown up in the com­
pany of writers of fiction and artists as well as scientists. In a letter to Victoria, 
Lady Welby, of January 31, 1908, he wrote, "But my father was a broad man 
and we were intimate with literary people too. William Story the sculptor, 
Longfellow, James Lowell, Charles Norton, Wendell Holmes, and occasionally 
Emerson, are among the figures of my earliest memories" (Hardwick 
1977: I 13). As an adult, Peirce appears to have kept abreast of contemporane­
ous developments in the verbal arcs, for he frequently mentions both European 
and American authors of his time in his reviews in The Nation (Ketner and 
Cook 1975). Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49), moreover, seems to have been one of 
Peirce's favorite writers, and is mentioned in I.2 5 1, 6-460, Ms. 689, Ms. 1539. 
Judging from his references to Poe's "The Murders in the Rue Morgue," Peirce 
certainly had a taste for detective stories. Of course, it is generally recognized 
that the character Sherlock Holmes is pardy modeled after Poe's Chevalier 
Dupin (e.g., Messac 1929: 596-602, Nordon 1966:2 12ff., Hall 1978:76;cf. 
further below). Hitchings (1946: I 17), in his article on Holmes as a logician, 
makes the good point "that in contrast to Dupin, who is the brainchild of a 
mathematician and a poet, Sherlock Holmes, even at his most theoretical, is the 
offspring of a doctor's brain, and always has his feet firmly planted on the 
ground." Hitchings is, however, on the wrong track when he claims that "Most 
of Holmes's reasoning is causal," citing the detective's own remark that "reason­
ing from effect to cause is less frequent and thus more difficult than reasoning 
from cause to effect" (ibid.: I 15- 16). 

12. Watson notes that Holmes's knowledge of "sensational literature [is] im­
mense" (STUD). Holmes in fact kept an up-to-date index of unusual and inter­
esting criminal cases from around the world, to which he frequently referred in 
order to solve a new case by analogy with ocher, earlier ones, as, for example, in 
!DEN or NOBL. "I am able to guide myself by the thousands of ocher similar 
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cases which occur to my memory," he tells Watson in REDH. Peirce refers to 
analogy as a combination of abduction and induction (e.g., 1.6'5, 7.98). 

13. "It is an old maxim of mine," states Holmes, "that when you have ex­
cluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the 
truth" (BERY; cf. SIGN, BLAN, BRUC). Cf. Peirce's maxim that "Facts cannot be 
explained by a hypothesis more extraordinary than these facts themselves; and 
of various hypotheses the least extraordinary must be adopted" (Ms. 696). See 
Gardner 1976:125, who describes this process as follows: "Like the scientist 
trying to solve a mystery of nature, Holmes first gathered all the evidence he 
could that was relevant to his problem, At times he performed experiments to 
obtain fresh data. He then surveyed the total evidence in the light of his vast 
knowledge of crime, and/or sciences relevant to crime, to arrive at the most 
probable hypothesis. Deductions were made from the hypothesis; then the 
theory was further tested against new evidence, revised if need be, until finally 
the truth emerged with a probability close to certainty." 

14. Sebeok (1979, Ch. 5) discusses Peirce's reflections about guessing in the 
context of some children's games, on the one hand, and certain stage illusions, 
on the other. The Game of Twenty Questions is the full verbal equivalent to the 
Game of Hot and Cold, in which verbal cueing is minimal, as it is in the kindred 
"Game of Yes and No;' so vividly pictured by Dickens (1843, Stave Three). 
Averbal cueing, unwittingly emitted, guides the performer in certain types of 
magic acts, where verbal cues are excluded altogether, to the object sought. 
This averbal communication, or feedback, also accounts for such seemingly "oc­
cult" phenomena as the movement of a Ouija board, table tipping, and auto­
matic writing, and is the basis of several types of mentalist acts, variously known 
in the magic business as "muscle reading" or "thought-reading." In acts of this 
sort, "The spectator thinks he is being led by the magician, but actually the 
performer permits the spectator to lead him by unconscious muscular tensions" 
(Gardner 1957:109; cf. idem 1978:392-96, where further key references are 
given). The best mentalists are able to dispense with bodily contact altogether, 
finding what they are seeking merely by observing the reactions of spectators in 
the room; examples of this from Persi Diaconis and a performer who goes 
under the name of Kreskin are cited by Sebeok (ibid.). These cases bear an 
uncanny resemblance to Peirce's story (1929). Diaconis, besides being one of 
the most talented of contemporary magicians, is also among the foremost ex­
perts in the sophisticated statistical analysis of guessing and gambling strategies, 
and in applying novel techniques in parapsychological research (with hitherto 
totally negative results; see Diaconis 1978: 1 36). Scheglov's observation 
(1976:63) about the growth of tension and excitement as Holmes's logical rea­
soning gradually "creeps up on the criminal and lifts a corner of the curtain (we 
have here much the same effect as in the children's game 'Cold or hot' in which 
the area for hunting narrows down and gets 'hotter and hotter')" should also be 
mentioned in this connection. Muscle reading, which reached its height of pub­
lic popularity in the U.S., also became popular as a parlor game known as "Will­
ing." 

1 '5. Two Holmes stories, by the way, feature detectives from the Pinkerton 
National Detective Agency: Young Leverton, who has a minor role in REDC and 
Birdy Edwards, alias John ("Jack") McMurdo, alias John ("Jack") Douglas, who 
was probably tossed overboard off St. Helena by the Moriarty gang (at the 
conclusion of VALL). 
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16. See the comment on this passage by Castaneda (1978:205), "that philoso­
phers in fieri may benefit from the several methodological principles that Sher­
lock Holmes formulates and illustrates in his different adventures .... " 

1 7. An interesting parallel is found in Voltaire's Zadig (Ch. 3), where ZadiS's 
clever reading of clues causes him to be arrested, tried, and fined. 

18. Peirce admits that he himself, "in almost everything [he] printed before 
the beginning of this century ... more or less mixed up Hypothesis and Induc­
tion" (8.227). Concerning the history of the confusion of these two types of 
reasoning because logicians had too "narrow and formalistic a conception of 
inference (as necessarily having formulated judgments from its premisses)" 
(2.228), see also 5.590-604, Ms. 475, Ms. 1146. 

19. Cf. Holmes's remarks that "I have already explained to you that what is 
OUt of the common is usually a guide rather than a hindrance" (STUD); "Singu­
lariry is almost invariably a clue" (Bose); "The more outre and grotesque an 
incident is the more carefully it deserves to be examined, and the very point 
which appears to complicate a case is, when duly considered and scientifically 
handled, the one which is most likely to elucidate it" (HOUN); and "It is only 
the colourless, uneventful case which is hopeless" (SHOS). 

20. In addition to his specialized medical training, Conan Doyle was caught 
up in the general enthusiasm for science in England of his day. By the middle of 
the nineteenth century, science had become a solid part of English thinking at 
all levels, and there was generally a "dominant tone of positivist rationaliry" 
(Messac 1929:612; cf. Nordon 1966:244). Conan Doyle himself reports that "It 
is to be remembered that these were the years when Huxley, Tyndall, Darwin, 
Herbert Spencer, and John Stuart Mill were our chief philosophers, and that 
even the man in the street felt the strong sweeping current of their thought ... " 
(1924:26). Hitchings (1946:115) explicitly compares the logic of Holmes with 
that of Mill: Holmes's "habitual method of solving these difficult problems is by 
his own extended version of Mill's Method of Residues." 

21. As Gould (1978:504) recently confirmed, "unconscious or dimly per­
ceived finagling, doctoring, and massaging [of data] are rampant, endemic, and 
unavoidable in a profession that awards stams and power for clean and unam­
biguous discovery." In brief, such manipulation of data may be a scientific norm. 
Cf. Gardner 1981:130. 

22. Reviewing the large number of examples of medical diagnosis in Holmes 
stories (diseases of the heart and tropical diseases especially), Campbell 
(1935: I 3), himself a heart specialist, concludes that, medically speaking, "Wat­
son seems to have been excellently informed." It is interesting to note that, 
while Watson successfully follows the logical method of diagnosis with regard to 
pathology of the body, he is singularly inept in transferring this method to the 
detection of crime, and provides an example of someone who is only incom­
pletely versed in log;ca docens (see below). 

23. Concerning the artistic side of medicine, Messac correctly notes that 
Conan Doyle followed Bell regarding diagnosis extended to the entire person­
ality and life of the patient, and that diagnosis "n'a jamais une rigueur absolue; il 
comporte des fionements, des erreurs." Detection of crime, like medicine, is a 
sort of "pseudo-science" (1929:617) According to Thomas (1983:32), 
"medicine was changing into a technology based on genuine science" about 
1937· 

24. Holmes, like Peirce, was more interested in his method than in the par-
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ticular subject matter to which it was applied. He and Watson, for example, 
discussed the way in which the latter has reported cases of the former, and 
Holmes criticizes Watson, saying "You have erred perhaps in attempting to put 
colour and life into each of your statements instead of confining yourself to the 
task of placing upon record that severe reasoning from cause to effect which is 
really the only notable feature about the thing." When, in response, Watson 
implies that Holmes's criticism is based on egotism, Holmes answers "No, it is 
not selfishness or conceit .... If I claim full justice for my art, it is because it is 
an impersonal thing-a thing beyond myself. Crime is common. Logic is rare. 
Therefore it is upon the logic rather than upon the crime that you should dwell. 
You have degraded what should have been a course of lectures into a series of 
tales" (COPp). 

25. Describing Holmes's knowledge of various subject matters, Watson lists 
only one-chemistry-as "profound" (STUD). On Holmes as "a frustrated 
chemist," see Cooper 1976. 

26. The Peirce family had for generations displayed an interest in the theater 
and opera, even entertaining performers in their home. While still a boy, Peirce 
is reported to have distinguished himself as an orator, both through the reading 
of such works as Poe's "The Raven" and as a member of his high school debat­
ing society. (Personal communication by Max H. Fisch.) As an undergraduate at 
Harvard, Peirce continued to cultivate an interest in elocution, rhetoric, and 
theatrical performance. He became a member, in his junior year, of the W.T.K. 
(Wen Tchang Koun, Chinese for 'hall of literary exercise'), which specialized in 
debates, orations, mock trials, and the reading of essays, poems, and plays. Dur­
ing his senior year, in 1858, he was a founding member of the O.K. Society of 
Harvard College, which pursued the elocutionary and oratorical arcs in relation 
to literary works. (Christian Kloesel, personal communication; see also Kloesel 
1979 concerning Peirce and the O.K. Society in particular.) As an adult, Peirce 
was known to have given readings of Shakespeare's "King Lear" to friends, at 
his older brother "Jem" 's house in Cambridge, and to fellow members of the 
Century Club, in New York. Peirce attended the theater and opera when in 
Paris, and his second wife, Juliette, was an actress. He and Juliette remained in 
contact with theatrical friends, such as Steele and Mary MacKaye, and even 
occasionally rook part in amateur theatrical events, such as a performance of 
Legouge's "Medea," which Peirce had translated into English. (Personal com­
munication by Max H. Fisch.) 

27. Ritual trappings in clinical practice constitute the essential ingredient of 
the placebo effect, and are discussed in more detail in Sebeok 1979, Chs. 5 and 
10. The placebo is thought to be efficacious because the patient believes that it 
will be, a belief that is bolstered by appropriate cueing on the part of the physi­
cian and other attendant personnel, as well as shaped by the context in which 
the placebo is administered. For a sound, popular account, by a surgeon, of the 
workings of the placebo effect by "healers", and the power of suggestion, in­
cluding sometimes hypnosis, see Nolen 1 974. Some psychologists, such as 
Scheibe (1978:872-75) employ the term 'acumen' for a mode of prediction 
exhibited by Holmes, constituting "an emphatic skill combined with analytic 
precision." Scheibe observes: "If one believes oneself to be at a disadvantage 
vis-a.-vis the terrible but well-controlled powers of observation and inference of 
the ... detective, ... then one has in effect granted authority to a superior and 
has "no hope of mastering events .... To the extent that the ... detective is 
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considered by the public at large to possess special powers of penetration, the 
powers of acumen of these practitioners will be enhanced. Also, to the extent 
that any player is able to exploit the naivete or credulity of the other player 
about innocence of intent, the second player is effectively under control of the 
first. This is the basic principle for the confidence game." See further Scheibe 
1979· 

28. Hall (1978:38) notes that Holmes's chemical experiments also "helped to 
mystify Watson" (cf. Nordon 1966:222). 

29. A similar con game is played out between the author of a detective story 
and his audience, of course. Conan Doyle acknowledged this both indirectly, 
through the character of Sherlock Holmes, and directly, in his autobiography. 
Holmes, for instance, tells Watson that "It is one of those instances where the 
reasoner can produce an effect which seems remarkable to his neighbour, be­
cause the latter has missed the one little point which is the basis of the deduc­
tion. The same may be said, my dear fellow, for the effect of some of these little 
sketches of yours, which is entirely meretricious, depending as it does upon 
your retaining in your own hands some factors in the problem which are never 
impaned to the reader" (eRoo). In his autobiography, Conan Doyle 
(1924:101), discussing the composition of a detective story, writes that "The 
first thing is to get your idea. Having got that key one's next task is to conceal it 
and lay emphasis upon everything which can make for a different explanation." 
Holmes himself enjoyed taunting official detectives by deliberately pointing out 
clues without indicating their significance (SOSC, CARD, SIGN, SILV). 



CHAPTER THREE 

Marcello Truzzi 

Sherlock Holmes 
APPLIED SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGIST1 

SIR ARTHUR CONAN DoYLE (1859-1930), best remembered as the 
creator of the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes, would have pre­
ferred to be remembered for his many other works, especially his his­
torical writings and his defense of spiritualism.2 He even attempted to 
discontinue Holmes's adventures by having him nobly killed in FINA, 
which Doyle published in 1893, but he found the great demand of the 
public for their hero enough incentive to bring Holmes back to life in 
1904 to continue the saga. 3 The image of Holmes in epitomizing the 
application of rationality and scientific method to human behavior is 
certainly a major factor in the detective's ability to capture the world's 
imagination. 

THE REALITY AND RELEVANCE OF SHERLOCK HOLMES 

In her remarkable survey of the history of the detective novel, Alma 
Elizabeth Murch has noted that: 

There are in literature certain characters who have come to possess a sepa­
rate and unmistakable identity, whose names and personal qualities are 
familiar to thousands who may not have read any of the works in which 
they appear. Among these characters must be included Sherlock Holmes, 
who has acquired in the minds of countless readers of all nationalities the 
status of an actual human being, accepted by many in the early years of the 
twentieth century as a living contemporary, and still surviving fifty years 
later with all the glamour of an established and unassailable tradition, the 
most convincing, the most brilliant, the most congenial and well-loved of 
all detectives of fiction. (Murch 1958:167) 
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bloody trail, the character of Holmes even more clearly epitomizes the 
attempted application of man's highest faculty-his rationality-in the 
solution of the problematic situations of everyday life. Most of the plots 
of the stories came from real life events found by Doyle among the 
newspaper stories of the 1890S (Nordan 1967:236), and remarkably 
few of the plots deal with bloody violence or murder. In fact, as Pratt 
(1955) has observed, in fully one-quarter of the stories no legal crime 
takes place at all. The essentially mundane character of most of the 
plots clearly demonstrates the observation that the "cycle may be said 
to be an epic of everyday events" (Nordan 1967: 247). It is this every­
day setting of the applications of Holmes's "science" and rationality that 
so astounds and gratifies the reader. And it is not so much the superior 
ability of Holmes ro obtain remarkable insights and inferences from 
simple observations which so impresses the reader; it is the seeming 
reasonableness and obviousness of his "method" once it has been ex­
plained to the reader. One truly believes (at least while under the spell 
of the narrative) that Holmes's new applied science is possible for the 
diligent student of his "methods." As has been noted: 

The fictitious world to which Sherlock Holmes belonged, expected of him 
what the real world of the day expected of its scientists: more light and 
more justice. As a creation of a doctor who had been soaked in the ration­
alist thought of the period, the Holmesian cycle offers us for the first time 
the spectacle of a hero triumphing again and again by means of logic and 
scientific method. (Nordon 1967:247) 

This fascination with the possibility of the mundane application of 
scientific methods to the interpersonal world has captured not only the 
imagination of the lay readers of the Holmes saga. It has had an appre­
ciable effect upon criminologists and those concerned with the real life 
problems that parallel those fictionally encountered by Sherlock 
Holmes. Thus, a representative from the Marseilles Scientific Police 
Laboratories pointed out that "many of the methods invented by Conan 
Doyle are today in use in scientific laboratories" (Aston-Wolfe 
1932:328); the Director of the Scientific Detective Laboratories and 
President of the Institute of Scientific Criminology has stated that "the 
writings of Conan Doyle have done more than any other one thing to 
stimulate active interest in the scientific and analytical investigation of 
crime" (May 1936:x); and, most recently, an expert on firearms has 
argued that Holmes should be called "Father of Scientific Crime De­
tection" (Berg 1970). Many famous criminologists, including Alphonse 
Bertillon and Edmond Locard, have credited Holmes as a teacher and 
source of ideas, and Holmes's techniques of observation and inference 
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are still presented as a useful model for the criminal investigator (Ho­
gan and Schwartz 1964)}2 

In addition to the very practical consequences of Sherlock Holmes's 
influence upon modern criminology, the reality of his "method" is even 
beccer shown through an understanding of his origins. In his autobiog­
raphy, Memories and Adventures (1924), Doyle clearly states that the 
character of Holmes was patterned after his memories of his professor 
of surgery when Doyle was in medical school, Joseph Bell, M.D., 
F.R.C.S., Edinburgh, whom Doyle recalled as capable of the kind of 
observation and inference so characteristic of Holmes. Bell's remarka­
ble ability is well exemplified by the anecdote related by Doyle and 
reproduced in chapter 2. Ie is likely, however, that Holmes was only 
partly patterned after Dr. Bell and is actually a composite of several 
personsY Ultimately, though, "there is no doubt that the real Holmes 
was Conan Doyle himself" (Starrett 1960:102). As Michael and Mollie 
Hardwick have shown in their remarkable study The Man Who Was 
Sherlock Holmes (1964), the parallels in Doyle's life, including the suc­
cessful solution of several real-life mysteries and Doyle's championing 
of justice (best seen in his obtaining the ultimate release and clearing of 
two men falsely convicted of murder, the celebrated cases of George 
Edalji and Oscar Slater),14 clearly demonstrate the roots of Holmes's 
essential character and methods within his creator. Dr. Edmond Locard, 
Chief of the Surete Police Laboratories at Lyon, stated that "Conan 
Doyle was an absolutely astonishing scientific investigator," and the 
criminologist Albert Ullman took the position that "Conan Doyle was a 
greater criminologist than his creation Sherlock Holmes" (quoted in 
Anonymous 1959:69). 

The important point being made here is that the successes of Dr. Bell 
and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle demonstrate the fact that the methods of 
scientific analysis exemplified and dramatized by Sherlock Holmes in 
his adventures have had their counterparts in the real world. As the 
well-known American detective William Burns put it: "I often have 
been asked if the principles outlined by Conan Doyle, in the Sherlock 
Holmes stories could be applied in real detective work, and my reply to 
this question is decidedly 'yes' " (Quoted in Anonymous 1959:68). 

What, then exactly, is the "method" of Sherlock Holmes, and what 
are its limitations and implications for a modern applied social psychol­
ogy? We turn now to an examination of Holmes's views of science, and 
of man and society, and to his prescriptions for the applications of the 
former to the latter as these are outlined in the canon. 
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THE METHOD OF SHERLOCK HOLMES 

It is unfortunate that although Holmes's method is central to his char­
acter and universal attractiveness, there is no systematic statement of it 
to be found in the canon. It is also surprising to find that relatively little 
consideration has been given to his techniques of "deduction" in the 
massive bibliography of Sherlockiana. Most Sherlockians have been 
more concerned with their own application of Holmes's techniques to 
the clues available in the canon than upon an examination of the 
methods themselves. Therefore, we must turn to a search for the many 
but scattered statements about his method uttered by Holmes through­
out his adventures. 

Holmes's "Science of Deduction and Analysis" 

It has often been stated that science is but refined common sense. With 
this Holmes would probably agree for he states that his own approach is 
a "simple art, which is hut systematized common sense" (BLAN). But his 
view is not a simple or mechanical view of the process, for at another 
point he notes that a "mixture of imagination and reality ... is the basis 
of my art" (THOR). Though Holmes stresses raw empiricism to a degree 
reminiscent of the archinductionist Francis Bacon, he does not neglect 
the importance of creative imagination. "It is, I admit, mere imagina­
tion," Holmes states, "but how often is imagination the mother of 
truth?" (VALL). "One's ideas must be as broad as nature if they are to 
interpret nature" (STUD), he notes, and "breadth of view ... is one of 
the essentials of our profession. The interplay of ideas and the oblique 
uses of knowledge are often of extraordinary interest" (VALL). 

Although Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was to become a major promoter 
of spiritualism, Holmes, in a true Comtean manner of positivism and 
scientific skepticism refuses to seriously entertain hypotheses of super­
natural causation. Recognizing that "the devil's agents may be of flesh 
and blood;' before considering the possibility that "we are dealing with 
forces outside the ordinary laws of Nature," he argues that "we are 
bound to exhaust all other hypotheses before falling back on this one" 
(HOUN). Holmes states of himself that "this Agency stands flatfooted 
upon the ground, and there it must remain. The world is big enough for 
us. No ghosts need apply" (SUSS). 

Holmes's general philosophical assumptions about the universe are 
somewhat unclear. Although he apparently believed in a purposeful 
universe,15 and hoped for the goodness of Providence,16 he also ex­
pressed a more cynical view when he asked Watson: "But is not all life 
pathetic and futile? ... we reach. We grasp. And what is left in our 
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hands at the end? A shadow. Or worse than a shadow-misery" (RETI). 
This view of all knowledge as "shadows," aside from its depressive con­
text here, is very much in keeping with the modern scientific and es­
sentially pragmatic view of man as a creator of "cognitive maps" and 
theoretical "realities" or "conjectures" rather than as discoverer of ob­
jective truths and laws. 

Holmes also epitomizes the basically deterministic orientation of 
most modern social science. As he remarked: 

The ideal reasoner ... would, when he had once been shown a single fact 
in all its bearings, deduce from it not only all the chain of events which led 
up to it but also all the results which would follow from it. As Cuvier could 
correctly describe a whole animal by the contemplation of a single bone, so 
the observer who has thoroughly understood one link in a series of inci­
dents should be able to accurately state all the other ones, boch before and 
after (FIVE). 

Or as Holmes put It 10 his seminal article "The Book of Life" (in a 
magazine Dr. Watson unfortunately neglected to name): 

From a drop of water ... a logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic 
or a Niagra without having seen or heard of one or the ocher. So all life is a 
great chain, the nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single 
link of it. Like all other arts, the Science of Deduction and Analysis is one 
which can only be acquired by long and patient study, nor is life long 
enough to allow any mortal to attain the highest possible perfection in it 
(STUD). 

This determinism was seen as present at all levels of life, but Holmes 
clearly sides with sociology against many psychologists when he states 
that 

while the individual man is an insoluble puzzle, in the aggregate he be­
comes a mathematical certainty. You can, for example, never foretell what 
anyone man will do, but you can say with precision what an average 
member will be up co. Individuals vary, but percentages remain constant 
(SIGN).17 

As with all nomothetic sciences, emphasis is placed upon the search 
for laws and recurrent events. Holmes is greatly impressed by regu­
larities and repetitions in his cory , and in speaking of a crime to his 
friend Inspector Gregson, Holmes echoes Ecclesiastes when he says: 
"There is nothing new under the sun. It has all been done before" 
(STUD). And on another occasion he says of his arch-enemy: "Every-
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thing comes in circles, even Professor Moriarty" (VALL). Holmes seeks 
out generalizations and will ultimately settle only for universal proposi­
tions. As he put it: "I never make exceptions. An exception disproves 
the rule" (SIGN). 

Central to Holmes's basic approach, however, is his concern with the 
empirical verification of his conjectures. His emphasis on induction­
an emphasis more present in his words than in his actual practice, as we 
shall see-is based on a great fear of conceptual detachment from the 
"real" world of observable phenomena. "The temptation to form pre­
mature theories upon insufficient data is the bane of our profession," he 
tells Inspector MacDonald (VALL). For as Holmes says again and again: 

It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins 
to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts (SCAN). 

It is a capital mistake to theorize in advance of the facts (SECO). 

It is a capital mistake to theorize before you have all the evidence (STUD) . 

. . . it is an error to argue in front of your data. You find yourself insensibly 
twisting them round to fit your theories (WIST). 

how dangerous it always is to reason from insufficient data (SPEC). 

Holmes insists upon the absolute necessity of observable facts. "Data! 
data! data!" he cried impatiently. "I can't make bricks without clay" 
(coPp). But he claims even more than this, for his posture is at­
temptedly atheoretical in an inductive manner remarkably reminiscent 
of the sort of posture taken today by some behavioristic followers of 
B.F. Skinner. But like the Skinnerians, Holmes is forced to assert at 
least provisional hypotheses or "hunches" about the world. Holmes 
may cry out "No, no: I never guess. It is a shocking habit-destructive 
to the logical faculty" (SIGN), bur he is forced to acknowledge that "one 
forms provisional theories and waits for time and fuller knowledge to 

explode them. A bad habit ... ; but human nature is weak" (SUSS). At 
base, Holmes puts his trust in the empirical world which he sees as the 
firm and ultimate arbiter. "I can discover facts, Watson, but I cannot 
change them" (THOR). And these facts must always be questioned for 
"it is as well to test everything" (REIG). 

Holmes's Method 

Holmes clearly subscribed to the general rule of the modern scientific 
community that since scientific knowledge is of its definition public 
knowledge (insofar as it must be inter-subjectively communicable), it 
should ideally be open to public scrutiny. Holmes generally makes no 
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secret of his methods. "It has always been my habit to hide none of my 
methods either from my friend Watson or from anyone who might take 
an intelligent interest in them" (REIG). Holmes does occasionally fail to 

inform his astounded clients of his methods, especially in the early 
stages of his cases, for, as he put it: "I have found it wise to impress 
clients with a sense of power" (BLAN). Yet, he usually lets us in on his 
reasonings and points out that the method is basically quite unmysteri­
ous. 

It is not really difficult (0 construct a series of inferences, each dependent 
upon its predecessor and each simple in itself. If, after doing so, one simply 
knocks out all the central inferences and presents one's audience with the 
starring-point and the conclusion, one may produce a startling, though 
possibly a meretricious, effect (DANe). 18 

Holmes was very concerned with the clear presentation of his methods, 
so much so, in fact, that he complained of Watson's romanticizing his 
adventures: "Your fatal habit of looking at everything from the point of 
view of a story instead of as a scientific exercise has ruined what might 
have been an instructive and even classical series of demonstrations" 
(ABBE).19 He even spoke of his plans to do the job properly himself: "I 
propose to devote my declining years to the composition of a textbook 
which shall focus the whole art of detection into one volume" (coPP). 

In speaking of the "qualities necessary for the ideal detective," 
Holmes noted that they were: (r) knowledge, (2) the power of obser­
vation, and (3) the power of deduction (SIGN). We turn now to an ex­
amination of each of these. 

The Detective's Need for Knowledge. As we have seen, Holmes stressed 
the interconnectedness of all elements of the universe in his deter­
ministic view. He also recognized the complexities and sometimes sur­
prising connections that might be found, for he noted that "for strange 
effects and extraordinary combinations we must go to life itself, which 
is always far more daring than any effort of the imagination" (REDH). 
Thus, the effective detective must be well informed about a vast 
spectrum of potentially relevant bits of information. Holmes's own 
storehouse of information was astounding. As we noted earlier, he 
placed a great emphasis on breadth of knowledge (VALL). Watson indi­
cates that Holmes's mastery of the topics relevant to his profession (in­
cluding chemistry, British law, anatomy, botany, geology, and especially 
the sensational literature) was remarkable (STUD). Yet, Watson also 
notes that Holmes's "ignorance was as remarkable as his knowledge" 
(STUD), for Holmes apparently knew practically nothing of literature, 
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philosophy, astronomy, or politics (STUD).2o Holmes explained his lack 
of concern with these areas as follows: 

You see ... I consider that a man's brain originally is like a little empty 
attic, and you have to stock it with such furniture as you choose. A fool 
takes in all the lumber of every sort that he comes across, so that the 
knowledge which might be useful to him gets crowded out, or at best is 
jumbled up with a lot of other things, so that he has a difficulty in laying his 
hands upon it. Now the skillful workman is very careful indeed as to what 
he takes into his brain-attic. He will have nothing but the tools which may 
help him in doing his work, but of these he has a large assortment, and all 
in the most perfect order. It is a mistake to think that that little room has 
elastic walls and can distend to any extent. Depend upon it there comes a 
time when for every addition of knowledge you forget something that you 
knew before. It is of the highest importance, therefore, not to have useless 
facts elbowing out the useful ones (STUD). 

Despite this avoidance of the irrelevant (based upon a view of memory 
with which most contemporary experts On cognitive processes would 
certainly disagree), Holmes still stocked a vast quantity of information 
in his memory that was not immediately useful; for as he stated on 
another occasion: "My mind is like a crowded box-room with packets of 
all sorts stowed away therein-so many that I may well have but a 
vague perception of what was there" (LION). What Holmes basically 
argued for was the need for specialization in the quest for knowledge so 
that one might gain the maximum in resources relevant to one's analytic 
needs. The argument is not primarily one for avoiding some areas of 
knowledge so much as it is for a commitment of one's limited resources 
to the most efficient ends. As Holmes stated in a somewhat different 
context: "Some facts should be suppressed, or at least a just sense of 
proportion should be observed in treating them" (SIGN), Thus, not all 
knowledge is equally useful, a viewpoint certainly the dominant motif 
in education (not only in the study of social psychology but in most 
areas) today. 

The Detective's Need/or Observation. Holmes emphasized the need for 
keen observation, for in detective work "genius is an infinite capacity 
for taking pains" (STUD).21 Openness and receptivity to data is essential. 
"I make a point of never having any prejudices and of following 
docilely wherever fact may lead me" (REIG). Holmes was much aware of 
the need to control for subjective distortions even in relation to his 
clients, "It is of the first importance ... not to allow your judgement to 
be biased by personal qualities. A client is to me a mere unit, a factor in 
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a problem. The emotional qualities are antagonistic co clear reasoning" 
(SIGN). 

His greatest emphasis, however, was upon "observing" what others 
merely "see." Thus, though both Dr. Watson and Holmes had walked 
the steps leading up from the hall to their room hundreds of times, 
Holmes had "observed" that there were seventeen steps while Watson 
had merely "seen" them (SCAN). As Holmes put it: 

The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever ob­
serves (HOUN). 

There is nothing more deceptive than an obvious fact (Bose). 

I have rrained myself to notice what I see (BLAN). 

Holmes's observation extended not only CO observed facts and events 
but also to their absence. Negative evidence is frequently regarded as 
highly significant. Thus, when Inspector MacDonald asks Holmes if he 
found anything compromising following Holmes's search through Pro· 
fessor Moriarty'S papers, Holmes replied, "Absolutely nothing. That 
was what amazed me" {VALL). Or, speaking of the absence of interna­
tional activity following the theft of an important government docu­
ment, Holmes noted: "Only one important thing has happened in three 
days, and that is that nothing has happened" (SECO). But the classic 
example is the often-quoted instance during Holmes's search for a miss­
ing racehorse wherein Inspector Gregory asks Holmes: 

"Is there any other point to which you would wish to draw my attention?" 
"To the curious incident of the dog in rhe night-rime." 
"The dog did nothing in the night-time." 
"That was the curious incident;' remarked Sherlock Holmes (SILV). 

Throughout the canon, Holmes emphasizes the importance of what 
to the less trained might appear co be trifles. But for Holmes, "there is 
nothing so important as trifles" (TWIS), and "co a great mind ... nothing 
is little" (STUD). 

It has long been an axiom of mine that the little things are infinitely the 
most imporcanr (IDEN). 

You know my method. It is founded upon the observance of trifles (BoSe). 

Never trust to general impressions ... but concentrate upon the details 
(IDEN). 

Attention to minutiae is essential, for "as long as the criminal remains 
upon two legs, so long must there be some identification, some abra-
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sian, some trifling displacement which can be detected by the scientific 
searcher" (BLAC). 

The Detective's Need for Deduction. Holmes has almost unlimited faith 
in the power of scientific analysis to obtain a reconstruction of human 
events, for, as he put it: "What one man can invent, another can dis­
cover" (DANC). For Holmes, "the grand thing is to be able to reason 
backwards" (STUD). Reasoning from a set of events to their conse­
quences Holmes calls "synthetic" reasoning, whereas reasoning "back­
wards" from the results to their causes he calls "analytic" reasoning. 

There are fifty who can reason synthetically for one who can reason ana­
lytically .... There are few people ... , if you told them the result, would 
be able to evolve from their own inner consciousness what the steps were 
which led up to that result (STUD). 

The first step Holmes suggests is basic examination and sifting out 
from the existing information the definite from the less definite data. 

The difficulty is to detach the framework of fact-of absolute, undeniable 
fact-from the embellishments of theorists and reporters. Then, having 
established ourselves upon this sound basis, it is our duty to see what in­
ferences may be drawn, and which are the special points upon which the 
whole mystery turns (SILV). 

It is of the highest importance in the art of detection to be able to recog­
nize out of a number of facts which are incidental and which vital (REIG). 

Following a sorting of the faces for their reliability, Holmes recom­
mends special inspection of the unique and unusual details present in 
the situation. 

The more outre and grotesque an incident is, the more carefully it deserves 
to be examined, and the very point which appears to complicate a case is, 
when duly considered and scientifically handled, the one which is most 
likely to elucidate it (HOUN). 

Singularity is almost invariably a clue. The more featureless and com­
monplace a crime is, the more difficult is it to bring home (Bose). 

What is our of the common is usually a guide rather than a hindrance 
(STUD). 

It is only the colourless, uneventful case which is hopeless (SHOS). 

Yet, Holmes notes that extreme uneventful ness may itself be a singular 
event which gives a clue to the mystery: "Depend upon it there is noth­
ing so unnatural as the commonplace" (IDEN). 
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Holmes is careful In his evaluation of circumstantial evidence. It is 
not to be ignored for "circumstantial evidence is occasionally very con­
vincing, as when you find a trout in the milk" (NOBL). But the inves­
tigator must be very cautious, since "circumstantial evidence is a very 
tricky thing ... ; it may point very straight to one thing, but if you shift 
your own point of view a little, you may find it pointing in an equally 
uncompromising manner to something entirely different" (BOSC). 

Although Holmes's greatest emphasis is upon the objective gathering 
of facts, he fully recognizes the heuristic value of imaginative recon­
struction through role playing by the investigator. 

You'll get results ... by always putting yourself in the other fellow's place, 
and thinking what you would do yourself. It takes some imagination but it 
pays (RETI). 

You know my methods in such cases ... : I put myself in the man's place, 
and having first gauged his intelligence, I try to imagine how I should my­
self have proceeded under the same circumstances (MUSG).22 

Holmes emphasizes the need for pursuing several possible lines of 
explanation anyone of which takes account of the facts. Other hypothe­
ses must always be entertained, and when considering an explanation, 
"you should never lose sight of the alternative" (BLAC). 

One should always look for a possible alternative and provide against it. It 
is the first rule of criminal investigation (BLAe). 

when you follow twO separate chains of thought ... you will find some 
point of intersection which should approximate the truth (LADY). 

From this reconstruction of alternative explanations which fit the facts, 
one must move next into what might superficially appear to be guessing 
but is actually "the region where we balance probabilities and choose 
the most likely. It is the scientific use of the imagination, but we have 
always some material basis on which to start our speculations" (HOUN). 

Holmes sees arrival at the truth in terms of setting hypotheses into 
competition with one another. But the weighing of the alternatives in­
cludes not only a comparison of them in terms of probability. Explana­
tions must always be considered in terms of their possibility. The possi­
ble, however, is determined not only by the feasibility of the suggested 
events. It is also the remaining result of elimination of those alternative 
hypotheses perceived to be impossible. Holmes often repeats "the old 
axiom that when all other contingencies fail, whatever remains, how­
ever improbable, must be the truth" (BRUC).23 

Though the analytic process described above is primarily an exercise 



Sherlock Holmes 67 

in logic without direct recourse to the empirical world, Holmes next 
demanded the empirical validation of the resulting hypotheses in terms 
which closely approximate what is today called the hypothetico-deductive 
method. 24 

I will give my process of thought ... That process ... starts upon the 
supposition that when you have eliminated all which is impossible, that 
whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. It may well be 
that several explanations remain, in which case one tries test after test until 
one or other of them has a convincing amount of support (BLAN) . 

. . . when the original intellectual deduction is confirmed point by point by 
quite a number of independent accidents, then the subjective becomes ob­
jective and we can say confidently that we have reached our goal (suss). 

Throughout Holmes's approach, logical (mostly deductive) and em­
pirical (mostly inductive) considerations are in constant interrelation. 
The empirical restricts the theoretical, as in the case where Holmes 
states that "It is impossible as I state it, and therefore I must in some 
respect have stated it wrong (PRIo) . 
. But empirical events must be interpreted in terms of established 

theoretical considerations. Thus, "when a fact appears to be opposed to 
a long train of deductions, it invariably proves to be capable of having 
some other interpretation (STUD). In a very real and practical sense, 
Holmes's method anticipated the contemporary emphasis in sociology 
upon the intertwining relationships between theory and research (cf. 
Merton 1957: 85-117). 

The Application of Holmes's Method 

Thus far, we have outlined Holmes's general approach to the prob­
lematic in social life. We turn now to a consideration of the limitations 
of that approach, especially as exemplified in Holmes's own applications 
of his method. 

Holmes's Uses of Observation. Throughout the adventures, Holmes in­
sists upon intensive familiarization of the investigator with his problem, 
for familiarity will bring clarification. He notes that "it is a mistake to 
confound strangeness with mystery" (STUD).25 Familiarity is seen as 
generally reducing the problematic elements in an event. He even 
states that "as a rule ... the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious 
it proves to be" (REDH). Familiarization can also remove fear, for the 
unfamiliar leaves us room for imagination, and "where there is no 
imagination, there is no horror" (STUD). 

Holmes attempted to familiarize himself with all possible observable 
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details of life which might have a bearing upon his criminal cases. This 
familiarization was not just the result of passive observation but in­
cludes the active search for new details of meaning which might prove 
useful in the future. Thus, for example, Holmes was described as hav­
ing at one time beaten a corpse to discern how bruises might be pro­
duced after death (STUD). 

Holmes argued, as we have noted, that all human actions leave some 
traces from which the discerning investigator can deduce information. 
This emphasis on obtaining indirect data from sources through obser­
vation of physical traces constitutes an early recognition of the potential 
uses of what recently have been termed unobtrusive measures. (Webb, et 
al., 1966: 35). Again and again, Holmes concerns himself with the small 
details about those involved in his inquiries. 

I can never bring you to realize the importance of sleeves, the suggestive­
ness of thumbnails, or the great issues that may hang from a boot lace 
(IDEN). 

Always look at the hands first, ... then cuffs, trouser-knees and boots 
(CREE). 

[Tlhere is no part of the body which varies so much as the human ear. Each 
ear is as a rule quite distinctive, and different from all other ones (CARD): 

It would be difficult to name any articles which afford a finer field for 
inference than a pair of glasses (GOLD). 

Pipes are occasionally of extraordinary interest. . . . Nothing has more 
individuality save, perhaps, watches and bootlaces (YELL). 

Nor does Holmes restrict his observations to things seen or heard. The 
investigator should develop his sense of smell, too, for "there are 
seventy-five perfumes, which it is very necessary that a criminal expert 
should be able to distinguish from each other, and cases have more than 
once within my own experience depended upon their prompt recogni­
tion" (HOUN). 

Possibly the most important and frequent among the traces carefully 
examined by Holmes is the footprint. Of it he says: "There is no branch 
of detective science which is so important and so much neglected as the 
art of tracing footprints" (STUD). Even the traces of bicycle tires are not 
left unconsidered by Holmes, who claims at one point that he can dif­
ferentiate some farcy-two different "tyre impressions" (PRIO). 

Though Holmes's uses of the observable differences which he notes 
and conveys to the reader are often fantastic and hardly practicable in 
the "real world" outside the pages of the canon, the basic approach 
represented by these fictional narratives has startling parallels in the 
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abduction represents: a conjecture about reality which needs to be 
validated through testing. 

The great weakness in Holmes's applications of inference-at least as 
Watson related them to us-was Holmes's failure to test the hypothe­
ses which he obtained through abduction. In most instances, Holmes 
simply treated the abducted inference as though it were logically valid. 
(Most of the parodies on Holmes are built upon this weakness in the 
narratives.) The simple fact is that the vast majority of Holmes's infer­
ences just do not stand up to logical examination. He concludes cor­
rectly simply because the author of the stories allows it SO.28 Upon 
occasion, the abductive inferences are strung together in a long narra­
tive series which the startled cliem (or Watson) confirms at each step. In 
a sense, this constitutes a degree of external corroboration of the 
hypotheses (especially where they are made about things correctly 
known to the listener. which is often the case). Nonetheless. in the vast 
majority of instances, the basic reasoning process described by Watson 
whereby Holmes astounds his listeners must, in the final analysis, be 
judged logically inadequate if not invalid. 

Despite the logical inadequacies of Holmes's abductions, it must be 
noted that Holmes does actually hypothesis test (i.e., seek external 
validation) in at least twenty-eight instances (though not even all of 
these occasions are directly related to the minimum of 2 I 7 abductions 
found in the canon). Several of the stories include more than one case 
of hypothesis testing (SILV and STUD both evidence three such tests). 
but most of the narratives show no such attempts at external confirma­
tion by Holmes. The best example of such testing by Holmes occurs in 
the story of Holmes's search for the .missing race horse Silver Bla2e. 
Postulating that the horse's leg was to be operated upon by an amateur 
to damage it, Holmes reasoned that the culprit would probably practice 
the operation beforehand to gain skill and assure success. Since sheep 
were nearby, Holmes further conjectured that the culprit might have 
practiced upon them. Inquiring about the sheep, Holmes learned that 
several of them had recently and inexplicably gone lame. The sheep's 
predicted lameness thus acted as a confirmation of Holmes's conjec­
tures (SILV). 

The reconstruction of Holmes's methods and the extraction of the 
fundamemal ideas in his thought is necessarily incomplete. Holmes re­
lates only bits and pieces to us through the narratives of Dr. Watson, 
and even these items are stated sparingly. Watson noted of Holmes that 
"he pushed to an extreme the axiom that the only safe plotter was he 
who plotted alone" (ILLU). And as Holmes put it: 
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I do not waste words or disclose my thoughts while a case is actually under 
consideration (BLAN). 

I claim the right to work in my own way and give my results at my own 
rime-complete, rather than in stages (VALL). 

Despite these obstacles, we have seen that a general reconstruction is 
possible, and it reveals a systematic and consistent orientation. 

HOLMES AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 

Just as with his basic method, examination of the canon reveals a large 
number of statements and insights, many stated in near-propositional 
and testable form about many aspects of social and psychological reality. 
We turn now to a look at some of the observations. 

Holmes on Character and Personality 

Holmes brings the same skepticism which served him as a detective of 
crimes into his general orientation towards the social world. As is the 
case with most social psychologists who term themselves symbolic in­
teractionists (cf. Stone and Farberman 1970), Holmes was much aware 
that people's definitions of their situations, their phenomenological per­
ception of their worlds, rather than physical realities, may be the impor­
tant factors which determine their actions. "What you do in this world 
is a matter of no consequence .... The question is what can you make 
people believe you have done" (STUD). Holmes's skepticism of appear­
ances bordered upon the paranoic when it came to women. Holmes was 
especially cautious in his relations with women and found it nearly im­
possible to correctly assess their motives. 

Women are never to be entirely trusted-not the best of them (SIGN). 

[T]he motives of women are so inscrutable ... Their most trivial action 
may mean volumes, or their most extraordinary conduct may depend upon 
a hairpin or a curling-tongs (SECO). 

He showed special concern about the socially isolated female. 

One of the most dangerous classes in the world . . . is the drifting and 
friendless woman. She is the most harmless, and often the most useful of 
mortals, but she is the inevitable inciter of crime in others. She is helpless. 
She is migratory. She has sufficient means to take her from country to 
country and from hotel to hotel. She is lost, as often as not, in a maze of 
obscure pensions and boarding houses. She is a stray chicken in a world of 
faxes. When she is gobbled up she is hardly missed (LADY). 



72 THE SIGN OF THREE 

Yet, Holmes was no misogynist (as is well seen in his admiration for 
Irene Adler who bested him in SCAN), and he placed great value on 
female intuition: "I have seen too much not to know that the impres­
sion of a woman may be more valuable than the conclusion of an anlyt­
ic reasoner" (TWIS). 

Holmes mentions several generalizations about women which proved 
valuable to him in successfully analyzing his cases, but these were highly 
specific to their situations and probably would not stand up under 
rigorous investigation in other contexts.29 

In attempting to read a subject's character and motives, Holmes used 
a variety of subtle indicators. The movement of the subject's eyes and 
body were carefully noted (such study of "body language" is today 
called kinesics): "I can read in a man's eye when it is his own skin that he 
is frightened for" (RESI). And, seeing a young lady client's motions on 
the street as she approached his apartment, he noted: "Oscillation upon 
the pavement always means an affaire du coeur" (IDEN). 

Extensive examination was always given not only to the subject under 
investigation but also to those with whom he associated, including chil­
dren and animals. 

I have frequently gained my first real insight into the character of parents 
by studying their children (CoPp). 

I have serious thoughts of writing a small monograph upon the uses of dogs 
in the work of the detective .... A dog reflects the family life. Whoever 
saw a frisky dog in a gloomy family, or a sad dog in a happy one? Snarling 
people have snarling dogs, dangerous people have dangerous ones. And 
their passing moods may reflect the passing moods of others (CREE).30 

Holmes suggested a number of interesting ideas about personality. 
Thus, he endorsed the idea of complementarity in mate selection: "You 
may have noticed how extremes call to each other, the spiritual to the 
animal, the cave-man to the angel" (ILLU).31 He argued that excellence 
at chess was "one mark of a scheming mind" (RETI). He claimed that all 
the misers were jealous men (ibid.), and that "jealousy is a strong trans­
former of characters" (NOBL). Recognizing the importance of man's in­
feriorities, Holmes noted that "weakness in one limb is often compen­
sated for by exceptional strength in the others" (TWIS). Regarding the 
appreciation of subtle variations by those with expertise, he noted that 
"to the man who loves art for its own sake, ... it is frequently in its 
least important and lowliest manifestations that the keenest pleasure is 
to be derived" (COPp). And of a man's stubborn psychological inertia, 
he generalized that "a man always finds it hard to realize that he may 
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have finally lost a woman's love, however badly he may have treated 
her" (MUSG). All these generalizations must remain questionable until 
empirically tested, but these maxims suggest interesting and potentially 
fruitful directions for future research. 

Holmes as Criminologist 

Thus far, we have been primarily concerned with Holmes's general 
orientation to the investigation and perception of the realities of social 
life. As a consulting detective, however, his primary concern was with 
legal.and moral crimes. We turn now to examine his insights and obser­
vations into this more specialized domain. 

Holmes on Justice and Deception. Holmes felt that his personal hard­
ships were "trifling details" that "must never interfere with the investi­
gation of a case" (HOUN). But he was far from the usual stereotype 
most people have of the daring hero. Though a brave man, Holmes did 
not ignore adversity, for he thought that "it is stupidity rather than 
courage to refuse to recognize danger when it is dose upon you" 
(FINA). Far more contrary to the pure heroic image, however, was the 
fact that Holmes's activities sometimes ran counter to the law. As an 
unofficial investigator, he was not bound to the conventions of the 
police. He had little respect for the abilities of Scotland Yard's men and 
thought them generally "a bad lot" (though he did display respect for 
the abilities of the Yard's Inspector Tobias Gregson). He went even 
further in his disdain for other police, as when he noted that "local aid 
is always either worthless or biased" (BOSC). Holmes was well aware of 
the inadequacies of law enforcement and commented that "many men 
have been wrongfully hanged" (ibid.). 

Holmes did apparently have a degree of faith in the ultimate victory 
of justice, as indicated in his statement that "violence does, in truth, 
recoil upon the violent, and the schemer falls into the pit which he digs 
for another" (SPEC). Bur Holmes sometimes finds it necessary to go 
outside the law to assure justice. Thus, he occasionally commits tres­
pass, burglary, and unlawful detention. Of the most serious of these, 
burglary, he argues that it "is morally justifiable so long as our object is 
to take no articles save those which are used for an illegal purpose" 
(CHAS). He adopted this basically vigilante role because, as he put it: "I 
think that there are certain crimes which the law cannot touch, and 
which therefore, to some extent, justify private revenge" (ibid.). 

Holmes also recognized that prison was not always an appropriate 
punishment for a crime, and that it might actually deter the process of 
reform. Thus, on at least fourteen occasions, Holmes actually allowed 
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known felons £0 go free (Leavitt 1940:27), for as he said of one such 
man he released: "Send him to gaol now, and you make him a gaol bird 
for life" (BLUE). 

Holmes was also not beyond deception if he felt it might suit the 
ends of justice. This went to rather extreme lengths when he attempted 
to trap "the worst man in London" by disguising himself as a plumber 
and becoming engaged to the villain's maid to obtain information 
(CHAS).32 Holmes was aware of the need to obtain the full confidence 
of his informants, and this he sometimes did by passing himself off as 
one of them. Thus, on one occasion when he needed certain informa­
tion, he disguised himself as a groom, explaining to Watson that "there 
is a wonderful sympathy and freemasonry among horsey men. Be one 
of them, and you will know all that there is to know" (SCAN). 

On other occasions, Holmes faked illnesses, accidents, information, 
and even his own death. He often used the newspapers in a manipula­
tive manner33 and noted that "the press .... is a most valuable institu­
tion, if you only know how to use it" (SIXN). 

Holme] on Crime. Sherlock Holmes was well aware of the fact that 
crime rates normally show only reported instances of law violadon. Thus, 
in looking at the pleasant countryside through which he and Dr. Watson 
were moving by train, Holmes remarked to Watson: 

You look at these scattered houses, and you are impressed by their beauty. 
I look at them, and the only thought which comes to me is a feeling of 
their isolation, and of the impunity with which crime may be committed 
there ... They always fill me with a certain horror. It is my belief ... 
founded upon my experience, that the lowest and vilest alleys in London 
do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the smiling and 
beautiful country-side .... [And] the reason is very obvious. The pressure 
of public opinion can do in the town what the law cannot accomplish. 
There is no lane so vile that the scream of a tortured child, or the thud of a 
drunkard's blow, does not beget sympathy and indignation among the 
neighbours, that a word of complaint can set it going, and there is but a 
step between the crime and the dock. But look at these lonely houses, each 
in its own fields, filled for the most part with poor ignorant folk who know 
litde of the law. Think of the deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wicked­
ness which may go on year in, year out, in such places, and none the wise 
(copp). 

As with his views on personality, Holmes offers us numerous maxims 
about crime and criminal investigation which the contemporary 
criminologist might well consider. Thus, Holmes claimed that there was 
a potential relationship berween the unusual and the criminal, as when 
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he pointed out that "there is but one step from the grotesque to the 
horrible" and "often the grotesque has deepened into the criminal" 
(WIST). Yet, he also warned us that we should not assume such a rela­
tionship to be automatic for "the strangest and most unique things are 
very often connected not with the larger but with the smaller crimes, 
and occasionally, indeed, where there is room for doubt whether any 
positive crime has been committed" (REDH). Holmes found two types 
of crime especially difficult to unravel. He found the "senseless" or 
motiveless crime the greatest challenge for the criminal investigator: 
"The most difficult crime to track is the one which is purposeless" 
(NAVA). But where a discernible motive is involved, the planned crime 
presencs great difficulties for a detective also, for "where a crime is 
cooly premeditated, then the means of covering it are coolly premedi­
tated also" (THOR). This realization of the hidden complexities potencial 
within a planned crime led Holmes to be most suspicious in such cases, 
especially of suspects with seemingly solid alibis, for, he noted "only a 
man with a criminal enterprise desires to establish an alibi" (WIST). Fi­
nally, it might be noted that in addition to seeing these two types of 
crime as formidable, Holmes also recognized special difficulty with 
cases where the criminal was an M.D.: "When a doctor does go wrong 
he is the first of criminals. He has nerve and he has knowledge" (SPEC). 

Canonical Errors and Anticipations. As might be expected, the adven­
tures sometimes show Holmes stating scientifically erroneous ideas. 
These largely reflect the popular notions of his time. Thus, Holmes 
placed far too great an emphasis on heredity as a causative factor in the 
creation of criminals. He referred to an hereditary criminal strain in the 
blood of the arch-villain Professor Moriarty (FINA) and strongly stated 
his views when he said: 

There are some trees ... which grow to a certain height and then suddenly 
develop some unsightly eccentricity. You will see it often in humans. I have 
a theory that the individual represents in his development the whole pro­
cession of his ancestors, and that such a sudden turn to good or evil stands 
for some strange influence which came into the life of his pedigree. The 
person becomes, as it were, the epitome of the history of his own family 
(EMPT). 

Holmes also seems to share some of the stereotypes and prejudices of 
his Victorian world in regard to some minority groups. Thus, he dis­
played mild prejudice toward Negroes and Jews.34 

He also had some unusual and false ideas about thought processes. 
We have already mencioned his view of memory as similar to an attic 
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which can become over-crowded (STUD). He also showed a degree of 
misunderstanding of cognitive processes in the following statements: 

To let the brain work without sufficient material is like racing an engine. It 
racks itself to pieces (DEVI). 

[T]he faculties become refined when you starve them (MAZA). 

Intense mental concentration has a curious way of blotting out what has 
passed (HOUN). 

Despite such occasional lapses into the misinformation common to 
his historical period, Holmes managed to pioneer in the anticipation of 
several innovations in scientific crime detection. Since the science of 
ballistics was unknown to police prior to 1909 (cf. Baring-Gould 1967, 
11:349, fn. 51), Holmes's statement about a villain in a story first pub­
lished in 1903 that "the bullets alone are enough to put his head in a 
noose" (EMPT) seems to show him to be a true pioneer in this field. 
Holmes was also an early advocate of the imponance of both finger­
prints (NORW), and the Bertillon system of measurement (NAVA). 

Among the most interesting of his anticipations was his realization of 
the possibility of distinguishing and identifying different types of com­
munications. He was able to spot identifying differences between a 
wide variety of printing types in newspapers and magazines, and he 
stated that "the detection of types is one of the most elementary 
branches of knowledge to the special expert of crime" (HOUN). And, 
more important, he early recognized that typewriters could be iden­
tified: "It is a curious thing . . . that a typewriter has really quite as 
much individuality as a man's handwriting. Unless they are quite new, 
no two of them write exactly alike. Some letters get more worn than 
others, and some wear only on one side" (IDEN). But most of all, 
Holmes strongly believed in the great knowledge which could be 
gained through the careful examination of handwritings (cf. Christie 
1955 and Swanson 1962). Holmes not only pioneered in this study but 
went considerably beyond what most graphologists would yet claim for 
their science when he made the statements that "the deduction of a 
man's age from his writing is one which has been brought to a consider­
able accuracy by experts" (REIG), and that "a family mannerism can be 
traced in ... two specimens of writing" (ibid.). 

Finally, it should be noted that Holmes may have anticipated some of 
the devices of later psychoanalysis. Thus, it would appear that he saw 
the basis for tests of free-association, for in analyzing a coded message 
which contained seemingly extraneous and meaningless words, he 
noted of the writer: "He would naturally use the first words which came 
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to his mind, and if there were so many which referred to sport among 
them, you may be tolerably sure that he is either an ardent shot or 
interested in breeding" (GLOR). Holmes also clearly understood the de­
fense mechanism of projection when he stated of a villain: "It may only 
be his conscience. Knowing himself to be a traitor, he may have read 
the accusation in the other's eyes" (VALL). And at another point, when 
speaking of the subtle influences of music, he would seem to have 
closely paralleled the idea of archetypes within the collective uncon­
scious as later developed by Carl G. Jung when he said: "There are 
vague memories in our souls of the misty centuries when the world was 
in its childhood" (STUD). 

Holmes, then, shared many of the errors of the men of his time, but 
as we hope has been adequately shown in this essay, he also extended 
our view of man. Given the extraordinary popularity of the tales of his 
adventures-created for us through the genius of Sir Arthur Conan 
Doyle-for many criminologists who recognized the merits of the de­
tective's methods, it is doubtful that Sherlock Holmes could have had a 
greater impact on the sciences of man had he actually lived. 

NOTES 

1. This arricle was especially prepared for Truzzi 1973:93-126. Copyright 
1971 by Marcello Truzzi. 

2. Doyle's major works aside from the Holmes stories include The Captain 
0/ the "Polestar" (1887); The Mystery 0/ the Cloomber (1888); Micah Clark (1889); 
The White Company (1891); Rodney Stone (1896); Sir Nigel (1906); The Lost 
World (1912); The British Campaigns in Europe (1928); The Great Boer War 
(1900); and History of Spiritualism (1926). Re Doyle's role as a spiritualist, a 
sympathetic account can be found in Yellen 1965. 

3. For a consideration of Holmes's more general perspective in relation to 
scientific method, see Kejci-Graf (1967). 

4. The fully accepted Holmes legend appears in four full-length novels and 
fifty-six shorr stories. Though a great many editions of the works exist, the most 
recent and authoritative version of the tales is to be found in William S. 
Baring-Gould's beautifully edited and introduced The Annotated Sherlock Holmes 
in two volumes (1967). 

In addition to the above works (called the "canon" or the "sacred writings" by 
Sherlockian scholars), Holmes is also believed to figure prominently in two 
other stories by Arthur Conan Doyle ("The Man With the Watches" and "The 
Lost Special") available as The Sherlockian Doyle (1968). There also was pub­
lished a posthumously discovered manuscript which was at first thought to have 
been written by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle as "The Case of the Man Who Was 
Wanted" (1948). The authenticity of this piece has since been challenged with 
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the result being general agreement that the story was actually written by a Mr. 
Arthur Whittaker, who had sold the story to Conan Doyle in 1913. For full 
details on this episode, see Brown 1969. 

Within the sixty narratives comprising the canon, mentions are made of at 
least fifty-five other cases (for a listing see Starrett 1971:90-92). A minority of 
Sherlockians would therefore be inclined to include twelve other stories among 
the sacred writings which were written by Sir Arthur's son and official biog­
rapher, Adrian Conan Doyle and John Dickson Carr (1954). 

In addition to the canon and its apocrypha plus some secondary references to 
Holmes by Doyle (most notably in several of his plays based on the stories), 
there is a vast literature based directly on the canon including over twenty-one 
plays, one Broadway musical, hundreds of radio and television productions, and 
at least 123 motion pictures. This is not to count the hundreds of books and 
articles dealing with Sherlockiana or the hundreds of pastiches and parodies of 
the canon, of which many of the best were anthologized by Ellery Queen 
(1944)· 

5. According to Sherlockians, of course, Doyle is not the author of the 
stories but merely an acquaintance of Holmes's associate, Dr. John Watson, who 
wrote (narrated) fifty-six of the sixty adventures in the canon. BLAN and LION 
were apparently written by Holmes himself, and MAli and LAST were written 
by a person or persons unknown. Sherlockians have speculated about the 
authorship of these two narratives, suggesting everyone from Mrs. Mary Wat­
son, Inspector Lestrade, a distant relative of Holmes called Dr. Verner, to Dr. 
Watson himself merely pretending to write in the third person. Even the rather 
extreme suggestion was made, first by the great Sherlock ian scholar, Edgar W. 
Smith, that these two stories were written by Watson's friend Sir Arthur Conan 
Doyle. For full details on this controversy, see Baring-Gould 1967, II: 748-
750 . 

For biographical works on Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, see Carr 1949; Nordon 
1967; Pearson 1943; Lamond 1931; and M. and M. Hardwick 1964. See also 
Doyle's autobiography (1924). Re Doyle's writings, see H. Locke 1928; Nor­
don 1967: 347-351; and Carr 1949: 285-295. 

6. The adventures themselves have been chronologized differently by 
numerous Sherlockians, but Baring-Gould (1967) sees them as spanning from 
1874 to 1914. Far more controversially, in his biography of Holmes, Baring­
Gould (1962) calculated Holmes's birch year as 1854 and placed his death in 
1957. For other chronologies, see Bell 1932; Blackeney 1932; Christ 1947; 
Brend 1951; Zeisler 1953; Baring-Gould 1955; and Folsom 1964. 

7· E.g., Baring-Gould 1967 and Brend 1951. For a biographical study of Dr. 
John Watson, see Roberts 193 I. 

8. E.g., Park 1962 and M. and M. Hardwick 1962. Many other reference 
volumes on the canon exist including Harrison 1958; Christ 1947; Bigelow 
1959; Petersen 1956; Smith 1940; and Wolff 1952 and 1955. 

9. Among the many excellent books and collections of Sherlockiana one 
must include Bell 1934; Starrett 1940 and 1971; Smith 1944; and Holroyd 
1967. A wide variety of such studies appear in the numerous Sherlockian jour­
nals. In addition to the best known The Baker Street Journal, published in New 
York, and The Sherlock Ho/mel Journal. published in London, there are many 
newsletters and other privately printed publications produced by Sherlockian 
groups around the United States, including: The VermiJSa Herald. the Dtvon 
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COllnty Chronicle, Shades 0/ Sherlock, and the annual Pontine Dossier. For an 
extensive critical bibliography, see Baring-Gould 1967, 11:807-824. 

10. The most well-known organization in the United States is the Baker 
Street Irregulars, born in 1933 in the "Bowling Green" column conducted by 
Christopher Morley in the Saturday Review 0/ Literature. For a brief history of 
the 8.S.1., see Starrert r 960: r 28-1 36. The B.S.I. has Scion Societies (chapters) 
all over the world including the Orient. Re the Sherlockian organizations see 
Baring-Gould 1967,1:37-42; and Starren 1971:128-136. 

I I. Though these movements have failed thus far, numerous other memo­
rials have been erected to Holmes's memory including plaques in Picadilly, at 
St. Bartholomew's Hospital, at the Rosslei Inn in Meiringen, Switzerland, and 
even at the Reichenbach Falls. For full information, see Baring-Gould 1967, 
1:43-46. 

12. For a somewhat more critical view of Holmes as criminologist, see An­
derson 1903. 

13. Nordon (1967:214) has argued that Doyle's description of Bell is "toO 
like Holmes to be true;' and that the model for Holmes was "invented" by 
Doyle a posteriori to fit the image of a proper man of science. Pearson (1943) 
suggested that Holmes was largely patterned after one Dr. George Budd, 
Doyle's eccentric medical partner with whom he briefly practiced at Plymouth. 
More recently, it has been convincingly argued that Holmes was basically pat­
terned after the private consulting detective Mr. Wendel Shere (Harrison 
197 I). 

14. The Spectator said of him: "The fights that he made for victims of per­
verted justice will stand alongside Voltaire's championship of Jean Calas and 
Emile Zola's long struggle for Dreyfus" (quoted in Anonymous 1959:67). 

15." 'What is the meaning of it, Watson,' said Holmes solemnly as he laid 
down the paper. 'What object is served by this circle of misery and violence and 
fear? It must tend to some end or else our universe is ruled by chance, which is 
unthinkable. But what end? There is the great standing perennial problem to 
which human reason is as far from an answer as ever' " (CARD). 

16. "Our highest assurance of the goodness of Providence seems to me to rest 
in the flowers. All other things, our powers, our desires, our food, are really 
necessary for our existence in this first instance. But this rose is an extra. Its 
smell and its colour are an embellishment of life, not a condition of it. It is only 
goodness which gives extras, and so I say again that we have much to hope from 
the flowers" (NAVA). 

17· In this passage, Holmes indicates his agreement with Winwood Reade's 
The Martyrdom 0/ Man, which Holmes actually misquotes. Cf. Crocker 1964. 

18. Along similar lines, Holmes also stated that "every problem becomes 
very childish when once it is explained to you" (DANC), and "results without 
causes are much more impressive" (STOC). 

19. Holmes stated the matter more strongly when he told Watson: "Crime is 
common. Logic is rare. Therefore it is upon logic rather than upon the crime 
that you should dwell. You have degraded what should have been a course of 
lectures into a series of tales" (copp). 

20. Holmes's many statements dealing with these very areas in other stories 
patently contradict Watson's early impressions of Holmes's astounding ignor­
ance in these realms, and Holmes's statement to Watson that he was unaware of 
the basic Copernican Theory of the solar system is generally taken by most 
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Sherlockians to have been intended as a joke by Holmes which Watson failed to 
perceive. Cf. Baring-Gould 1967,1: 154-1 57, fns. 30-44· 

21. For an excellent review of Holmes's uses of observations and their impli­
carions for modern criminological investigation, see Hogan and Schwarcs 1964. 

22. Holmes believed that getting into the same environment could facilitate 
this process for he said: "I shall sit in that room and see its atmosphere bring me 
inspiration. I'm a believer in the genius loci" (VALL). 

23. Also, cf. (SIGN) and (BERY). 
24. The hypothetico-deductive method is by no means new, for it can even 

be seen in the works of the ancient Greek philosopher Parmenides. For an 
excellent modern statement on this approach to knowledge, see Popper 
1968:215-250. 

25. At another point, Holmes quotes Tacitus's Latin maxim that "everything 
unknown passes for something splendid" (REDH). 

26. According to Ball (1958), this ability is epitomized by what Ball argues 
are Holmes's twenty-three deductions from a single scrap of paper in REIG. 

27. For full clarification of Peirce on abd union, the reader is best referred to 
Cohen 1949:131-153; Feibleman 1946:II6-132; Goudge 1950:195-199; and 
Buchler 1955:150-156. For an excellent brief survey of the general problems 
of induction, see Black 1967. 

28. Noting the logical discrepancies in Holmes's reasoning, one Sberlockian 
has commented that Holmes's successful conclusions might be accounted for by 
the suggestion that Holmes had psychic powers of extrasensory perception 
(Reed 1970). Holmes's remarkable abilities actually approximate the reading of 
Watson's mind in CARD. 

29. These include: "[T]here are few wives having any regard for their hus­
bands who would let any man's spoken word stand between them and their 
husband's dead body" (VALL); "No woman would ever send a reply-paid tele­
gram. She would have come" (WIST); and "When a woman thinks that her house 
is on fire, her instinct is at once to rush to the thing which she values most .... 
A married woman grabs at her baby-an unmarried one reaches for her jewel 
box" (SCAN). 

30. Recent years have seen social psychologists interested in a similar ap­
proach, e.g., see Levinson 1966. 

31. For a modern version of this idea, see Winch [955. 
32. Holmes commonly obtains information from servants, especially the in­

vestigated subjects' ex-employees, for Holmes noted that for information 
"there are no better instruments than discharged servants with a grievance" 
(WIST). 

33. E.g., in BRUC Holmes planted a false notice in the "agony columns" to 
get the villain to reveal himself. 

34. Holmes apparently accepted the common stereotype of Caucasians that 
black people have extraordinary body odor for on one occasion he tells the 
black bruiser Steve Dixie, "I don't like the smell of you;' and on another he 
snidely referred to looking for his scent-botde (3GAB). Holmes also seems to 
have accepted an anti-Semitic stereotype for he referred to a client in debt by 
saying that "He is in the hands of the Jews" (SHOS). 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Carlo Ginzburg 

Clues: Morelli, Freud, 
and Sherlock Holmesl 

God is hidden in details. 
-G. Flaubert and A. Warburg 

IN THE FOLLOWING pages I will try to show how, in the late nineteenth 
century, an epistemological model (or, if you like, a paradigm2) quietly 
emerged in the sphere of the social sciences. Examining this paradigm, 
which has still not received the accention it deserves, and which came 
into use without ever being spelled out as a theory, can perhaps help us 
to go beyond the sterile contrasting of "rationalism" and "irrationalism." 

I. Between 1874 and 1876 a series of articles on Icalian painting was 
published in the German art history journal Zeitschrift fur bildende 
Kunst. They bore the signature of an unknown Russian scholar, Ivan 
LermoJieff, and the German translator was also unknown, one Johannes 
Schwarze. The articles proposed a new method for the correct attribu­
tion of old masters, which provoked much discussion and controversy 
among art historians. Several years later the author revealed himself as 
Giovanni Morelli, an Italian (both pseudonyms were adapted from his 
own name). The "Morelli method" is still referred to by art historians.3 

Let us take a look at the method itself. Museums, Morelli said, are 
full of wrongly attributed paintings-indeed assigning them correctly is 
often very difficult, since often they are unsigned, or painted over, or in 
poor repair. So distinguishing copies from originals (though essential) is 
very hard. To do it, said Morelli, one should refrain from the usual 
concentration on the most obvious characteristics of the paintings, for 
these could most easily be imitated-Perugino's central figures with 
eyes characteristically raised to heaven, or the smile of Leonardo's 
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women, to take a couple of examples. Instead one should concentrate 
on minor details, especially those least significant in the style typical of 
the painter's own school: earlobes, fingernails, shapes of fingers and 
toes. So Morelli identified the ear (or whatever) peculiar to such mas­
ters as Botticelli and Cosme Tura, such as would be found in originals 
but not in copies. Then, using this method, he made dozens of new 
attributions in some of the principal galleries of Europe. Some of them 
were sensational: the gallery in Dresden held a painting of a recumbent 
Venus believed to be a copy by Sassoferrato of a lost work by Titian, 
but Morelli identified it as one of the very few works definitely attribut­
able to Giorgione. 

Despite these achievements-and perhaps because of his almost 
arrogant assurance when presenting them-Morelli's method was much 
criticized. It was called mechanical, or crudely positivistic, and fell into 
disfavor.4 (Though it seems likely that many who spoke disparagingly of 
it went on quietly using it in their own attributions.) We owe the recent 
revival of interest in his work to the art historian Edgar Wind, who 
suggests it is an example of a more modern approach to works of an, 
tending towards an appreciation of detail more than of the whole. Wind 
(1963:42-44) relates this attitude [Q the cult of the spontaneity of 
genius, so current in romantic circles.s But this is unconvincing. Morelli 
was not tackling �p�r�~�b�l�e�m�s� at the level of aesthetics (indeed (his was 
held against him), but at a more basic level, closer to philology.6 The 
implications of his method lay elsewhere, and were much richer, though 
Wind did, as we shall see, come close to perceiving them. 

2. Morelli's books look different from those of any other writer on an. 
They are sprinkled with illustrations of fingers and ears, careful records of 
the characteristic trifles by which an anise gives himself away, as a criminal 
mighe be spotted by a fingerprint ... any art gallery studied by Morelli 
begins co resemble a rogues' gallery .... (Wind I963:40-41) 

This comparison was brilliantly developed by an Italian art historian, 
Enrico Castelnuovo (1968:782), who drew a parallel between Morelli's 
methods of classification and those attributed by Arthur Conan Doyle 
only a few years later to his fictional creation, Sherlock Holmes.7 The 
art connoisseur and the detective may well be compared, each discover­
ing, from clues unnoticed by others, the author in one case of a crime, 
in the other of a painting. Examples of Sherlock Holmes's skill at inter­
preting footprints, cigarette ash, and so on are countless and well 
known. But let us look at "The Cardboard Box" (1892) for an illustra­
tion of Castelnuovo's point: here Holmes is as it were "morellizing." 
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The case starts with the arrival of two severed ears in a parcel sent to an 
innocent old lady. Here is the expert at work: 

[Holmes] was staring with singular intentness at the lady's profile. Surprise 
and satisfaction were both for an instant to be read upon his eager face, 
though when she glanced round to find out the cause of his silence he had 
become as demure as ever. I [Watson] stared hard myself at her flat grizzled 
hair, her trim cap, her little gilt ear-rings, her placid features, but I could 
see nothing which would account for my companion's evident excitement. 
(CARD) 

Liter on, Holmes explains to Watson (and to the reader) the lightning 
course of his thoughts: 
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As a medical man, you are aware, Watson, that there is no part of the 
human body which varies so much as the human ear. Each ear is as a rule 
quite distinctive, and differs from all other ones. In last year's Anthropologi­
cal Journal you will find rwo short monographs from my pen upon the 
subject. I had, therefore, examined the ears in the box with the eyes of an 
expert, and had carefully noted their anatomical peculiarities. Imagine my 
surprise then, when, on looking at Miss Cushing, I perceived that her ear 
corresponded exactly with the female ear which I had just inspected. The 
matter was entirely beyond coincidence. There was the same shortening of 
the pinna, the same broad curve of the upper lobe, the same convolution of 
the inner cartilage. In all essentials it was the same ear. 

Of course, I at once saw the enormous importance of the observation. It 
was evident that the victim was a blood relation, and probably a very close 
one .... (CARD)8 

3. We shall shortly see the implications of this parallel. 9 Meanwhile. 
we may profit from another of Wind's helpful observations. 

To some of Morelli's critics it has seemed odd "that personality should be 
found where personal effort is weakest." But on this point modern psy­
chology would certainly support Morelli: our inadvertent liule gestures re­
veal our character far more authentically than any formal posture that we 
may carefully prepare. (1963:40) 

"Our inadvertent little gestures" -we can here without hesitation re­
place the general term "modern psychology" with the name of Sigmund 
Freud. Wind's comments on Morelli have indeed drawn the attention of 
scholars (Hauser, 1959; see also Spector 1969, Damisch 1970 and 
1977, and Wollheim 1973) to a neglected passage in Freud's famous 
essay, "The Moses of Michelangelo" (19 I 4). At the beginning of the 
second section Freud writes: 

Long before I had any opportunity of hearing about psychoanalysis, I 
learned that a Russian art-connoisseur, Ivan Lermolieff, had caused a revo­
lution in the an galleries of Europe by questioning the authorship of many 
pictures, showing how to distinguish copies from originals with certainty, 
and constructing hypothetical artists for those works of art whose former 
authorship had been discredited. He achieved this by insisting that atten­
tion should be diverted from the general impression and main features of a 
picture, and by laying stress on the significance of minor details, of things 
like the drawing of fingernails. of the lobe of an ear, of halos and such 
unconsidered trifles which the copyist neglects to imitate and yet which 
every artist executes in his own characteristic way. I was then greatly inter­
ested to learn that the Russian pseudonym concealed the identity of an 
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I talian physician called Morelli, who died in 1891. It seems to me that his 
method of inquiry is closely related to the technique of psychoanalysis. It, 
too, is accustomed to divine secret and concealed things from despised or 
unnoticed features, from the rubbish-heap, as it were, of our observations 
(<lauch diese iiI gewohnl, aUi gering geuhatztm otkr nichl beachlelen Ziigm, aUJ 
dem Abhubdem 'refuse' -der Beobachlung, Geheimes und Verborgenei zu erra­
len"). (n.d.:222) 
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"The Moses of Michelangelo" was first published anonymously: Freud 
acknowledged it only when he included it in his collected works. Some 
have supposed that Morelli's taste for concealing his authorship behind 
pseudonyms somehow also affected Freud; and several more or less 
plausible attempts have been made to explain the coincidence (see 
Kofman 1975:19,27; Damisch 1917:70ff.; Wollheim 1973:210). In any 
case, there is no doubt that under the cloak of anonymity Freud de­
clared, explicitly but also in a Sense covertly, the considerable influence 
that Morelli had exercised on him long before his discovery of 
psychoanalysis ("lange bevor ich etwas von der Psychoanalyse horen konnte 
... "). To confine this influence to "The Moses of Michelangelo" essay 
alone, as some have done, or even just to the essays connected with art 
historylO improperly reduces the significance of Freud's own comment, 
"It seems to me that his method of enquiry is closely related to the 
technique of psychoanalysis." In fact, the passage quoted above assures 
Giovanni Morelli of a special place in the history of psychoanalysis. We 
are dealing here with a documented connection, not merely a conjec­
tured one as in many of the claims of "antecedents" or "precursors" of 
Freud; moreover. as we have said. Freud came across Morelli's writings 
before his work on psychoanalysis. Here we have an element which 
contributed directly to the crystallization of psychoanalysis, and not (as 
with the passage of the dream of ]. Popper "Lynkeus" which was in­
serted in later editions of The Interpretation 0/ Dreams [Freud])ll just a 
coincidence noticed later on, after his discoveries. 

4. Before we try to understand what Freud took from his readings of 
Morelli, we should clarify the precise timing of the encounter-or 
rather. from Freud's account, of the two encounters, "Long before I had 
any opportunity of hearing about psychoanalysis I learned that a Rus­
sian art-connoisseur, Ivan Lermolieff ... "; "I was then greatly inter­
ested to learn that the Russian pseudonym concealed the identity of an 
Italian physician called Morelli .... " 

The first of these can only be dated very roughly. It must have been 
before 1895 (when Freud and Breuer published their Studies on Hys-
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teria); or 1896 (when Freud first used the term psychoanalysis; see 
Robert 1966); and after 1883, when Freud, in December, wrote his 
fiancee a long letter about his "discovery of art" during a visit to the 
Dresden Gallery. Before that he had had no interest in painting; now, 
he wrote, "I have thrown off myphilistinism and begun to admire it."12 
It is hard to imagine that before this date Freud could have been at­
tracted by the wrirings of an unknown art historian; but it is perfectly 
plausible that he should start reading them after this letter-especially 
as the first collected edition of Morelli's essays (Lermolieff 1880) con­
tained those which dealt with the Italian old masters in the galleries of 
Munich, Dresden, and Berlin. 

Freud's second encounter with Morelli's writings can be dared with 
more confidence, rhough still presumptively. Ivan Lermolieff's real 
name was made public for the first time on the title page of the English 
translation of the collection, which came our in 1883; later editions and 
translations, from 1891 when Morelli died, carried both name and 
pseudonym (Morelli 1883). A copy of one of these volumes could 
possibly have been seen by Freud earlier or later, but it was mOlt likely 
in Seprember 1898, browsing in a Milan books hop, that he came upon 
Lermolieff's real identity. In Freud's library, which is preserved in lon­
don, rhere is a copy of Giovanni Morelli (Ivan Lermolieff)'s book, Della 
pittura italiana. Studii storico critic; -Le gal/erie BorgheJe e Doria Pam­
phili in Roma (Critical historical srudies in Italian painting: The Bor­
ghese and Doria Pamphili Galleries in Rome), published in Milan in 
1897. A note in the front records its acquisition: Milan 14 September 
(Trosman and Simmons 1973). Freud's only visit to Milan was in the 
autumn of 1898 Oones 1953). At rhat time, moreover, Morelli's book 
would have a particular interest for Freud. He had been working for 
several months on lapses of memory-shortly before this, in Dalmatia, 
he had had the experience (later analyzed in The Psychopathology 0/ 
Everyday Li/e) of being unable to recall the name of the painter of the 
Orvieto frescoes. Along with that painter, Signorelli, Botticelli, and 
Boltraffio, whose names kept substituting themselves, were mentioned 
in Morelli's book (Robert 1966; Morelli 1897:88-89, 1.59). 

But what significance did Morelli's essays have for Freud, still a 
young man, still far from psychoanalysis? Freud himself tells us: the 
proposal of an interprerarive merhod based on raking marginal and 
irrelevant details as revealing clues. Here details generally considered 
trivial and unimportant, "benearh notice;' furnish the key to rhe highest 
achievements of human genius. The irony in this passage from Morelli 
must have delighted Freud: 
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My adversaries are pleased to call me someone who has no understanding 
of the spiritual content of a work of art, and who therefore gives particular 
importance to external details such as the form of the hands, the ear, and 
even, horribile dietu [how shocking), to such rude things as fingernails. 
(Morelli 1897 :4) 
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Morelli could have made good use of the Vergilian tag so dear to Freud, 
which he chose as the epigraph for The Interpretations 0/ Dreams: Flectere 
si nequeo Superos, Acheronta movebo (And if Heaven I cannot bend, then 
Hell shall be unleashed). \3 Furthermore, these marginal details were 
revealing, in Morelli's view, because in them the artist's subordination 
to cultural traditions gave way to a purely individual streak, details 
being repeated in a certain way "by force of habit, almost uncon­
sciously" (Morelli 1897: 7I). Even more than the reference to the 
unconscious-not exceptional in this period14-what is striking here is 
the way that the innermost core of the artist's individuality is linked 
with elements beyond conscious control. 

5. We have outlined an analogy between the methods of Morelli, of 
Holmes, and of Freud. We have mentioned the connection between 
Morelli and Holmes, and that between Morelli and Freud. The peculiar 
similarities between the activities of Holmes and Freud have been dis­
cussed by Steven Marcus (I976:x-xi).u Freud himself, by the way, told 
a patient (the "Wolf-Man") how interested he was in Sherlock Holmes's 
stories. When, however, in the spring of 1913, a colleague of his 
(T. Reik) suggested a parallel between the psychoanalytic method and 
Holmes's method, Freud replied expressing his admiration of Morelli's 
technique as a connoisseur. In all three cases tiny details provide the 
key to a deeper reality, inaccessible by other methods. These details 
may be symptoms, for Freud, or clues, for Holmes, or features of paint­
ings, for Morelli (Gardiner 1971: 146; Reik 1949:24).16 

How do we explain the triple analogy? There is an obvious answer. 
Freud was a doctor; Morelli had a degree in medicine; Conan Doyle 
had been a doctor before settling down to write. In all three cases we 
can invoke the model of medical semiotics or symptomatology-the 
discipline which permits diagnosis, though the disease cannot be di­
rectly observed, on the basis of superficial symptoms or signs, often 
irrelevant to the eye of the layman, or even of Dr. Watson. (Inciden­
tally, the Holmes-Watson pair, the sharp-eyed detective and the obtuse 
doctor, represents the splitting of a single character, one of the youthful 
Conan Doyle's professors, famous for his diagnostic ability.)17 But it is 
not simply a matter of biographical coincidences. Toward the end of the 
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nineteenth century (more precisely, in the decade 1870-1880), this 
"semiotic" approach, a paradigm or model based on the interpretation 
of clues, had become increasingly influential in the field of human sci­
ences. Its roots, however, were far more ancient. 

II 

I. For thousands of years mankind lived by hunting. In the course of 
endless pursuits, hunters learned to reconstruct the appearance and 
movements of an unseen quarry through its tracks-prints in soft 
ground, snapped twigs, droppings, snagged hairs or feathers, smells, 
puddles, threads of saliva. They learned to sniff, to observe, to give 
meaning and context to the slightest trace. They learned to make com­
plex calculations in an instant, in shadowy wood or treacherous clearing. 

Successive generations of hunters enriched and passed on this inher­
itance of knowledge. We have no verbal evidence to set beside their 
rock paintings and artifacts, but we can turn perhaps to the folktale, 
which sometimes carries an echo-faint and distoned-of what those 
far-off hunters knew. Three brothers (runs a story from the Middle East 
told among Kirghiz, Tatars, Jews, Turks, and so on; Vesselofsky 
1886:308-309) meet a man who has lost a camel (or sometimes it is a 
horse). At once they describe it to him: it's white, and blind in one eye; 
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under the saddle it carries two skins, one full of oil, the other of wine. 
They must have seen it? No, they haven't seen it. So they're accused of 
theft and brought to be judged. The triumph of the brothers follows: 
they immediately show how from the barest traces they were able to 
reconstruct the appearance of an animal they had never set eyes on. 

The three brothers, even if they are not described as hunters, are 
dearly carriers of the hunters' kind of knowledge. Its characteristic fea­
ture was that it permitted the leap from apparently insignificant facts, 
which could be observed, to a complex reality which-directly at 
least-could not. And these facts would be ordered by the observer in 
such a way as to provide a narrative sequence-at its simplest, "some­
one passed this way." Perhaps indeed the idea of a narrative, as opposed 
to spell or exorcism or invocation (Seppilli [962), originated in a hunt­
ing society, from the experience of interpreting tracks. Obviously this is 
speculation, but it might be reinforced by the way that even now the 
language of deciphering tracks is based on figures of speech-the part 
for the whole, the cause for the effect-relating to the narrative pole of 
metonymy (as defined in a well-known essay by Jakobson in Jakobson 
and Halle 19,6:55-87), strictly excluding the alternative pole of 
metaphor. The hunter could have been the first "to tell a Story" because 
only hunters knew how to read a coherent sequence of events from the 
silent (even imperceptible) signs left by their prey. 

This "deciphering" and "reading" of animals' tracks is metaphoricaL 
But it is worth trying to understand it literally, as the verbal distillation 
of a historical process leading, though across a very long time-span, 
toward the invention of writing. The same connection is suggested in a 
Chinese tradition explaining the origins of writing, according to which it 
was invented by a high official who had remarked the footprints of a 
bird in a sandy riverbank (Cazade and Thomas [977).18 Or abandoning 
the realms of myth and hypothesis for that of documented history, 
there are undoubtedly striking analogies between the hunters' model 
we have been developing and the model implicit in the texts of 
Mesopotamian divination, which date from at least 3,000 years B.C 

(Bottero 1974). Both require minute examination of the real, however 
trivial, to uncover the traces of events which the observer cannot di­
rectly experience. Droppings, footprints, hairs, feathers, in the one 
case; animals' innards, drops of oil in water, stars, involuntary move­
ments, in the other. It is true that the second group, unlike the first, 
could be extended indefinitely, since the Mesopotamian diviners read 
signs of the future in more or less anything. But to our eyes another 
difference matters more: the fact that divination pointed toward the 
future, while the hunters' deciphering pointed toward the actual past-
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albeit occurring a few instants before. Yet in terms of understanding, 
the approach in each case was much alike; the intellectual stages­
analysis, comparison, classification-identical, at least in theory. But 
only, of course, in theory: the social contexts were quite different. In 
particular, it has been observed that the invention of writing must have 
had a great effect on Mesopotamian divination (Bottero 1974: 1 54ff.). 
Mesopotamian gods had, besides other kingly prerogatives, the power 
of communication with their subjects through written messages-on 
stars, human bodies, everywhere-which the diviners had the task of 
deciphering. (This was an idea which in turn over thousands of years 
would flow into the image of "the book of nature.") And the identifica­
tion and divination with the deciphering of characters divinely inscribed 
was reinforced in real life by the pictographic character of this early 
writing, "cuneiform"; it too, like divination, conveyed one thing 
through another (Bottero 1974:157).19 

The footprint, too, represents a real animal which has gone past. By 
comparison with the actuality of the footprint, the pictogram is already 
a huge advance toward intellectual abstraction. But the capacity for 
abstract thought implied by the introduction of the pictogram is in its 
turn small indeed beside that required for the transition to a phonetic 
script. In fact, pictographic and phonetic elements survived together in 
cuneiform writing, just as in the literature of the Mesopotamian divin­
ers, gradual intensification of the tendency to generalize from their 
basic facts did not cancel out their tendency to infer cause from effect.20 

This also explains why the language of Mesopotamian divination was 
infiltrated by technical terms from the law codes, and also the presence 
in their texts of fragments relating to the study of physiognomy and of 
medical semiotics (Bottero 1974: 1 9 I - 192). 

So after a long detour we come back to medical semiotics. We find it 
in a whole constellation of disciplines (and anachronistic terms, of 
course) with a common character. It might be tempting to distinguish 
berween "pseudosciences" like divination and physiognomy, and "sci­
ences" like law and medicine, and to explain this bizarre contiguity by 
the great distance in space and time from the society that we have been 
discussing. But it would be a superficial explanation. There was a real 
common ground among these Mesopotamian forms of knowledge (if we 
omit divination through inspiration, which was based on ecstatic pos­
session) (Bottero 1974:89): an approach involving analysis of particular 
cases, constructed only through traces, symptoms, hints. Again, the 
Mesopotamian legal texts do not just list laws and ordinances, but dis­
cuss a body of actual cases (Bottero 1974: 1 72). In short, we can speak 
about a symptomatic or divinatory paradigm which could be oriented 
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toward past or present or future, depending on the form of knowledge 
called upon. Toward future-that was divination proper; toward past, 
present and future-that was the medical science of symptoms, with its 
double character, diagnostic, explaining past and present, and prognos­
tic, suggesting the likely future; and toward past-that was jurispru­
dence, or legal knowledge. But lurking behind this symptomatic or di­
vinatory model one glimpses the gesture which is the oldest, perhaps, 
of the intellectual history of the human race: the hunter crouched in the 
mud, examining a quarry's tracks. 

2. What we have said so far should explain why a Mesopotamian 
divination text might include how to diagnose an earlier head wound 
from a bilateral squint (BoCtt!ro 1974:192); or more generally, the way 
in which there emerged historically a group of disciplines which all de­
pended on the deciphering of various kinds of signs, from symptoms to 
writing. Passing on to the civilizations of ancient Greece, we find this 
group of disciplines changes considerably, with new lines of study 
developing, like history and philology, and with the newly acquired 
independence (in terms both of social context and of theoretical ap­
proach) of older disciplines like medicine. The body, speech, and his­
tory were all for the first time subjected to dispassionate investigation 
which from the start excluded the possibility of divine intervention. 
This decisive change characterized the culture of the Greek city-states, 
of which we of course are the heirs. It is less obvious that an important 
part of this change was played by a model which may be seen as based 
on symptoms or clues.21 This is clearest in the case of Hippocratic 
medicine, which clarified its methods by analyzing the central concept 
of symptom (s"emeion). Followers of Hippocrates argued that just by 
carefully observing and registering every symptom it was possible to 

establish precise "histories" of each disease, even though the disease as 
an entity would remain unattainable. This insistence on the circumstan­
tial nature of medicine almost certainly stemmed from the distinction 
(expounded by the Pythagorean doctor, Alcmaeon) between the im­
mediacy and certainty of divine knowledge, and the provisional, conjec­
tural nature of human knowledge. If reality was not directly knowable, 
then by implication the conjectural paradigm which we have been de­
scribing was legitimate. In fact, according to the Greeks, various 
spheres of activity were based on it. Physicians, historians, politicians, 
potters, joiners, mariners, hunters, fishermen, and women in general 
were held, among others, to be adept in the vast areas of conjectural 
knowledge.22 Such territory (significantly the domain of the goddess 
Metis, first wife of Jove, who represented divination by means of water) 
was marked off with words like "conjecture;' "judge by the signs" (tek-
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mor, rekmaireJlhai). But this semiotic paradigm continued to be merely 
implicit; it was completely overshadowed by Plato's theory of knowl­
edge, which held sway in more influential circles and had more pres­
tige.23 

3. Parts of Hippocratic writings have, on the whole, a defensive 
tone, suggesting that even in the fifth century B.C. the fallibility of doc­
tors was already under attack (Vegetti �1�9�6�~�)�:�I�4�3�-�1�4�4�)�.� That this battle 
is not over is presumably because relations between doctor and patient 
(especially the inability of the latter to check or control the skills of the 
former) have in some respects not changed since the time of Hippoc­
rates. But what has changed over these 2,500 years is how the debate is 
conducted, along with changes in concepts like "rigor" and "science." 
Here of course the decisive shift is the emergence of a new scientific 
paradigm, based on (but outliving) Galilean physics. Even if modern 
physics finds it hard to define itself as Galilean (while not rejecting 
Galileo), the significance of Galileo for science in general, from both an 
epistemological and a symbolical point of view, remains undiminished 
(Feyerabend 1971:105ff., and 1975; Rossi 1977:149-150). 

Now it is clear that none-not even medicine-of the disciplines 
which we have been describing as conjectural would meet the criteria of 
scientific inference essential to the Galilean approach. They were above 
all concerned with the qualitative, the individual case or situation or 
document aJ individual, which meant there was always an element of 
chance in their results: one need only think of the importance of con­
jecture (a word whose Latin origin lies in divination)24 in medicine or 
philology, let alone in divination. Galilean science was altogether dif­
ferent; it could have taken over the scholastic saying "individuum est 
ineffabile" (we can say nothing about the individual). Using mathemat­
ics and the experimental method involved the need to measure and to 
repeat phenomena, whereas an individualizing approach made the latter 
impossible and allowed the former only in pare. All of which explains 
why historians have never managed to work out a Galilean method. In 
the seventeenth century, on the contrary, the new growth of antiquar­
ian methods among historians indicated indirectly the remote and 
long-hidden origins of history in the conjectural model. This fact about 
its source cannot be hidden, in spite of the ever-closer bonds linking it 
to the social sciences. History always remains a science of a very par­
ticular kind, irremediably based in the concrete. Historians cannot re­
frain from referring back (explicitly or by implication) to comparable 
series of phenomena; but their strategy for finding things out, as well as 
their expressive codes, is basically about particular cases, whether con­
cerning individuals, or social groups, or whole societies. In this way 
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hisrory is like medicine, which uses disease classifications ro analyze the 
specific illness of a particular patient. And the historian's knowledge, 
like the doctor's, is indirect, based on signs and scraps of evidence, 
conjectural. 25 

But the contrast I have suggested is an oversimplification. Among the 
"conjectural" disciplines one-philology, and particularly textual 
criticism-grew up to be, in some ways at least, atypical. Its objects 
were defined in the course of a drastic curtailing of what was seen to be 
relevant. This change within the discipline resulted from two significant 
points: the invention first of writing and then of printing. We know that 
textual criticism evolved after the first, with the writing down of the 
Homeric poems, and developed further after the second, when 
humanist scholars improved on the first hastily printed editions of the 
c1assics.26 First the elements related to voice and gesture were discarded 
as redundant; later the characteristics of handwriting were similarly set 
aside. The result has been a progressive dematerialization, or 
refinement, of texts, a process in which the appeal of the original to our 
various senses has been purged away. A text needs to exist in physical 
form in order to survive; but its identity is not uniquely bound up in 
that physical form, nor in anyone copy.27 All this seems self-evident to 
us today, but it is not at all. Take, for example, the decisive role of the 
voice in oral literature, or of calligraphy in Chinese poetry, and it be­
comes clear that this very notion of a "text" is itself the result of a 
cultural choice whose significance is incalculable. And the example of 
China shows that the choice was not an inevitable consequence of print­
ing replacing handwriting, since there the invention of the press did not 
sever the ties between literary text and calligraphy. (We shall see shortly 
that historical discussion of pictorial "texts" raises quite different prob­
lems.) 

This thoroughly abstract notion of a text explains why textual criti­
cism, even while remaining to a large degree divinatory, could (and 
during the nineteenth century did) emerge as rigorously scientific.28 

The radical decision to exclude all but the reproducible (in writing, or, 
after Gutenberg, in print) features of a text made it possible, even while 
dealing with individual examples,29 to avoid the qualitative, that prime 
hazard of the humanities. It is surely significant that Galileo, while lay­
ing the foundations of modern natural science by a similarly drastic 
conceptual reduction, himself turned to philology. The traditional 
medieval comparison between world and book assumed that both lay 
open ready to be read. Galileo emphasized, however, that "we cannot 
hope co understand the philosophy written in this great book standing 
open before our eyes (and by this I mean the universe) unless we learn 
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