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Science does not rest upon rock-bottom. The bold structure of theories rises, as it were, above a swamp, but not
down to any natural or 'given’ base; and when we cease our attempts to drive our pilesinto a deeper layer it is
not because we have reached firm ground. We simply stop when we are satisfied that they are firm enough to
carry the structure, at least for the time being.

(Popper, 1959, p. 111)

ABSTRACT

Geomorphology is a way of thinking about the surface of planet Earth. Controlled
experimentation, in the manner of pure physics, is not possible for most geomorphological
concerns. Thus, much of conventional analytical philosophy of science, which is based on
the exemplar of experimenta physics, fals to portray important aspects of
geomorphological reasoning. This is particularly true of hypothesizing, which was
recognized by Gilbert, Chamberlin, and Davis as a central methodological concern of
geomorphology. Geomorphological reasoning largely relies upon retroductive inference,
which Charles S. Peirce described as 'the spontaneous conjectures of instinctive reason'.
Because it reasons from real effects to real causes, eventualy colligating (bring together)
facts under a conceptual scheme (hypothesis), retroduction bridges the gulf between
nature and mind. Geomorphological indices, such as landforms and sediments, are signs
for which causative processes are inferred retroductively. Though superficially similar to
lucky , 'guessing’, retroductive inference succeeds in generating fruitful hypotheses (some
of them outrageous) because the human mind is instinctively attuned to certain aspects of
nature. This instinctive propensity in science to 'guess right', which Galileo called il lume
naturale, may derive from fundamental properties of the universe and mind that modern
cosmologists have named the "anthropic principle'.
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INTRODUCTION

Geomorphology is a way of thinking (Logos) about the surface (morphos) of planet Earth
(Gaia). It is dso viewed as the body of knowledge or facts about Earth's surface. The
distinction in these two meanings has consequences for the conduct of the science. As a
body of facts geomorphology assumes monolithic proportions, since the potential facts are
presumed to be endless in number and bewildering in complexity. It is obvious to many
scientists that the appropriate task in the face of this complexity isto simplify. This can be
done by developing a scheme of classifying the numerous individual facts into a smaller
number of categories. Thisis one type, not the only type, of synthesis, whereby entities are
combined in wholes, which, in this case, are conceptual categories. Alternatively or
subsequently, simplification can arise by establishing a small number of basic principles
from which it should be possible, at least in theory, to deduce the details of landform and
process complexity on Earth's surface. This activity is analysis, the separation of the
extremely complex (presumably intractable) whole into its component parts in order to
study them in simplified form and thereby understand.

Inference is the logical process in which some conclusion is reached from a set of
statements. Analytical inference derives its conclusion from premises that are assumed to
be true. Synthetic inference begins with factual statements and reasons toward the
conclusion. Analytical inference corresponds fairly well to the logic of deduction. Much
more controversy surrounds synthesis, which many philosophers of science have equated
to the logic of induction. Induction is the reasoning from individuals or particulars to
general or universal statements about them. This is not the only kind of synthetic
reasoning, as will be shown in this chapter.

Closely related to the idea of simplifying complexity is reductionism, or reductivism,
which is a philosophical belief in one type of methodology or one science that
encompasses the principles applicable to all phenomena. From such principles it should be
possible to deduce all observed entities. If geomorphology is viewed as a bewildering
complex of facts, an analyst will find great appeal in this philosophy. Thus, a reductionist
might conceive of geomorphology as a science for which one should establish simplifying
and generalizing principles from which one might then construct model simulations of
landscape evolution and/or process operation. This viewpoint also leads to an emphasis
upon readily measurable processes, which are those operating over the relatively small
spatial and temporal scales that are most easily accessible for the presumed verification or
falsification of theoretical models (Baker 1988a).

Modern philosophy of science reflects the general concerns of Western philosophy as a
whole. Until about 1960 it would have been rather easy to divide those concerns between
analytical philosophy and continental philosophy. Existentialism was the predominant
form of the latter, and logical positivism (or logical empiricism) was a predominant form
of the former. Since 1960 both these ideologies have fallen into disfavor, but the analytical
versus continental distinction has remained. Most philosophy of science isin the analytical
tradition, and much of what many scientists themselves know of it is in the older
(discredited) logical empiricist form, which held science to deal with problems of fact
while philosophy deals with problems of methodology and conceptual analysis. The
closely related logical positivist school held to a single, identifiable scientific methodology
and to various principles of verification and cognitive meaning, all based on strict rules of
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logic. It is not difficult to see why the science of physics, particularly classical mechanics,
became an exemplar or paradigm for analytical philosophy (Frodeman 1995). Physicists
seek the timeless, invariant laws of nature. The laws of physics make predictions that can
then be verified against the facts of nature. This verification is possible because nature can
be studied objectively in appropriately isolated systems known as ‘controlled experiments.

Since 1960 analytical philosophy has moved in many new directions. Kuhn (1962)
shocked the reductive and logical sensibilities of the logical empiricists with his notions of
relativism and the role of the community of scientists in determining research paradigms.
Popper (1959) and Quine (1953), among others, showed that several basic concepts of
logical positivism, including the verification principle, were untenable. Nevertheless,
assumptions of the logical positivist program remain, if not universally among analytical
philosophers, still rather prominent in the thinking of many scientists who write about the
foundations of their subject. For example, highly reductive analytical philosophers have
proclaimed a new field of cognitive science that aspires to combine the conceptual skills
of philosophy with artificial-intelligence modeling and experimental psychology.

Analytical philosophy of science devotes great emphasis to the methodological
treatment of laws, theories, and hypotheses. These three methodological categories can be
considered ideas in a hierarchical order in which laws are 'better established' than theories,
and theories are better established than hypotheses. Notice that this view preserves the
logical empiricist concept of justifying knowledge objectively. In this treatment, laws and
theories, which find their most elegant expression in mathematical physics, receive
inordinate attention. In contrast, geomorphology, like geology, can be considered to be a
science of hypothesis, which simply means to a reductionist that geomorphological
theorizing has not advanced to the point where sophisticated theorizing and the
establishment of fundamental laws have been achieved. Shamos (1995, p. 96) makes the
point this way:

... In general, as a science matures, it passes first through a purely descriptive stage, then
proceeds to an experimental stage, and finally, as meaningful patterns are seen to emerge, to a
theoretical stage, where one usually finds it highly productive to use the language of science
(mathematics) to describe natural phenomena and uncover new knowledge. Physics and
chemistry are already at this fina stage; biology and Earth science, involving as they do far
more complex systems, have been slower to mature to thislevel.

GEOMORPHOLOGY AS A WAY OF THINKING

There is no science in a body of absolute facts. Science is a process of thought and
observation directed toward understanding, which is a faculty of mind that allows human
beings to grasp reality and thereby cope with the real world. Reductionism, objectivity,
and simplification are means for achieving this goal, but they are not the only means, nor
do they necessarily have special privilege in this task. Though reductionism can proceed
with an especialy effective mode of logic, deduction, its tools are highly limited for
relating to the messy complexity of the real world, as encountered in sciences like
geomorphology for which experimental access to nature's reality is very limited. Indeed,
there are sound logical reasons why in Earth science controlled experiments are
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inadequate to the task of verifying or validating the predictive consequences of theoretical
models (Oreskes et a. 1994). More practical issues in regard to controlled experimentation
in geomorphology are discussed by Ahnert (1980) and Church (1984).

Thinking about Earth's surface involves a developmental process of growth in that
thought. In contrast, reductionism involves a narrowing of thought. If the research aim is
reductionistically to deduce or predict certain phenomena from first principles, then the
obvious task of the field researcher is to measure those phenomena very carefully in order
to check and refine the theory. In this way the complexity of the field problem is reduced to
manageable proportions and to a focus on phenomena relevant to key scientific questions.
The alternative might be presumed to be a chaotic program of pointless observation,
perhaps motivated by a faith that some order will be discerned through induction.

Induction, as noted above, is one type of synthesis in which inference is from particular
instances of something to some general or universal statement about those instances. For
Francis Bacon, and many other early philosophers of science, induction was a method of
scientific discovery. One began with data (particulars in the above definition) and worked
toward high-level principles (universal statements about those data). Clearly, science,
notably physics, generates such universal statements, and it does so by reference to data
through scientific experiments. All science seems to be decidedly inductive. The inductive
method was critically assessed by the great empiricist philosopher David Hume. Hume
reasoned that it was impossible to ever justify a law by experiment or observation. Just
because one sees the sun rise each day does not, of itself, require that it will rise the next
day. Thisis the famous logical problem of induction, which Sir Karl Popper (1959, p. 54)
summarized in terms of three seemingly incompatible principles:

... (@) Hume's discovery ... that it isimpossible to justify a law by observation or experiment,
since it 'transcends experience’; (b) the fact that science proposes and uses laws 'everywhere
and all thetime'... To this we add (c) the principle of empiricism which asserts that in science,
only observation and experiment may decide upon the acceptance or rejection of scientific
statements, including laws and theories ...

Popper claimed to solve the problem of induction via his principle of falsification. This
allowed principle (@) to remain compatible with principles (b) and (c). As he states (Popper
1959, p. 54):

... the acceptance by science of alaw or theory is tentative only; which is to say that al laws
and theories are conjectures, or tentative hypotheses (a position which | have sometimes called
'hypotheticism’); and that we may reject alaw or theory on the basis of new evidence, without
necessarily discarding the old evidence which originaly led usto accept it ...

Popper's insight is widely regarded as one of the great achievements for the analytical
approach to philosophy of science (Lindh 1993). Popper further reasoned that, since
science cannot advance by inductive confirmation, the appropriate mode of advancement is
by the imposition of bold conjectures (Popper 1969). These are hypotheses about the world
that require completely new models for their scientific exposition. However, as
psychological matters of creative thought by individual scientists, the origin of these
conjectures lies outside of analytical philosophical discourse. It follows, of course, that
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such philosophy can tell us little about the growth of geomorphological thought, since that
thought depends on the origin of hypotheses, as argued by Gilbert (1886, 1896) and by
Chamberlin (1890).

One notes in Popper's work the epistemological distinction between the context of
discovery and the context of justifying knowledge, the latter being the sole philosophical
concern. However, in the last 25 years there has been a reexamination of discovery by
analytical philosophers. Kantorovich (1993) divides current thinking on this matter into
two camps. The predominant view is that discovery is not a logical matter (Laudan 1980),
as Bacon proposed for induction. Instead, discovery is studied in a historicist/particularist
manner, in which individual scientific case studies are examined for their lessons about the
scientific process. A great many social and ideological factors are found to play a role.
Another, growing, view holds discovery to be a matter for cognitive science, eventually
seeking to model the process via computerized artificial intelligence.

Quite peripheral to the mainstream philosophy of science, described above, is the
resolution of the problem of induction nearly a century before Popper's work. The
resolution is controversial, as is the work of the logician who accomplished it, Charles S.
Peirce, who is now widely regarded as 'the one truly universal mind that nineteenth-century
America produced' (Dusek 1979). Peirce's life contains many ironies that delayed external
recognition of his philosophical importance (Brent 1993), but he was well known to the
scientists of his own day (Fisch 1980), and his relevance to our own time is increasingly
being recognized (Ochs 1993; Hausman 1993). Peirce is of particular interest because of
his direct connection to the late nineteenth-century American geomorphologists G.K.
Gilbert, T.C. Chamberlin, and WM. Davis (Baker in press). All these scientists wrote
highly influential papers on the nature of geomorphological reasoning, and these show the
possible influence of Peirce's philosophy (Baker in press).

W.H. Davis (1972, p. 34) describes Peirce's resolution of the problem of induction:

The point [Peirce] made is essentialy this: contrary to Hume and contrary to practicaly every
epistemologist since him scientific reasoning does not depend upon induction at all! Nor does
it depend upon anything so simple as our ability to take habits. The rising of the sun as an
example of inductive reasoning is drastically miseading by its simplicity. Scientific
reasoning, indeed all of our reasoning, depends upon the mind's ability to have insights, to see
things coherently and harmoniously, to see laws and principles, in short, to make up
hypotheses. Hume has misled generations of philosophers because he utterly ignored the place
of hypothesis in human thinking. Perhaps it is enough that he should have seen the vast
importance of the law of association. But when someone grasps the principle behind the
workings of some machine or of some feature of nature, he is not merely being impressed by a
succession of regularities, he is not merely gaining a habit. He is having an insight, seeing
principles, grasping interconnections. This is the feature of our menta life which was so
wonderfully emphasized by Peirce, but Whewell, long before, saw the same truth.

Peirce credited Cambridge mineralogist William Whewell as one of the few logicians to
have properly understood the logic of scientific inference. Whewell wrote extensively on
history and philosophy of science in the early nineteenth century (Fisch 1991). His central
concern was with the forming of antithetical couplings between (1) the objective facts of
nature, and (2) new concepts suggested to scientific minds. Whewell considered this
process to be a colligation (‘binding together’) of existing facts that are unconnected in
themselves but get connected through mental concepts. In his treatises on logic, Whewell
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(1858, 1860) referred to this process as 'induction’, but, as we will see, Charles Peirce has
distinguished this form of synthetic inference from the ‘induction' of which Hume (and
later Popper) are speaking. Peirce accorded it the various names 'hypothesis, ‘abduction’,
‘retroduction’, and "presumption’.

Whewell supplemented his prospective view of hypothesis generation as 'colligation of
facts' with a retrospective concept of hypothesis (or theory) appraisal in terms of criteria
for 'factua truth'. These included (1) a prospective theory's tendency to converge and to
simplify, and (2) the theory's repeated exhibition of explanatory surprise. The latter
phenomenon he termed the ‘consilience of inductions. This idea that scientific hypotheses
could prospectively approximate truths in nature was criticized vehemently by John Stuart
Mill (1846). Whewell tried to support his position with historical case studies (Whewell
1837, 1840), arguing that science in practice works as he described. Mill, in contrast,
argued on a detached logical basis that the real work of science lay in the establishment of
knowledge by inductive proof. Mill's views were hominalist (discussed in the next section)
and empiricist. These were the positions subsequently embraced by Bertrand Russell and
other founders of logical empiricism and related strands of modern analytical philosophy.
Whewell's ideas were declared defeatist because he made science dependent upon
ingenuity and luck. As Wettersten and Agass (1991, p. 345) observe: ... because
philosophers ignored him and scientists did not write histories of philosophy, he was
forgotten'.

Another unusual aspect of Whewell's philosophy was his interest in geomorphology and
the Earth sciences. Whewell's review of Charles Lyell's Principles of Geology contains a
devastating critigue of a metaphysical principle espoused by Lyell and named
‘uniformitarianism' by Whewell. Whewell's logic supported the possibility of an alternative
position which he named ‘catastrophism'. History shows that Lyell, a former lawyer, was
the more skillful advocate of his particular philosophy, the defects of which continue to
plague the Earth sciences (Baker 1978). One of the great ironies in history must be that the
very scholars who have so long ignored Whewell's insights on science and logic bear the
name that he first conferred upon them in his remarkable historical studies: 'scientists.

NOMINALISM VERSUS REALISM

Charles Peirce tied his vision of scientific hypothesizing to a kind of scholastic realism,
traceable back to the writings of Aristotle and medieval philosophers, such as Duns
Scotus. This view holds that universals (including theories, general concepts, and
hypotheses) exist independently of our perceptions of them. The alternative, dominating in
much of modern analytical philosophy and modern philosophy of physics, is
nominalistism, a doctrine holding that generals do not refer to something real, but rather to
the names we attach to things. Peirce resurrected older ideas of scholastic realism because
of his mathematical explorations of the continuum concept (Ketner and Putnam 1992).
Peirce believed his mathematical conclusions justified the view that nature was infused
with a very rich kind of logic. To appreciate Peirce's view, however, we must consider
ideas that developed during mainstream philosophy of science in the first part of this
century.
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Logical positivism, the dominating view for twentieth-century philosophy of science up
to about 1960, is founded upon a nominalism espoused by Ernst Mach, Karl Pearson,
Henri Poincare, and Bertrand Russell. The metaphysics of this position is best expressed in
how the logical positivists dismissed any element of reality from al notions of theory,
including the laws and hypotheses of science. Eisele (1959, p. 461) describes this as
follows:

... Poincare felt that science can never reveal any absolute truth concerning nature. It can only
set a relationship between a hypothesis and its implication, and the so-called 'laws' are but
‘conventions adopted as a matter of 'convenience' from among many possibilities. In this
'descriptive' theory of science, the natural laws were for Poincare, as they were for Mach and
Pearson, merely fictions created by science to organize sense-impressions, and any order
therein is imposed by the mind of man. A hypothesis resulting from observed data has no
correlative object in nature. It is an intellectual device for stimulating and directing the
discovery of further data, according to Poincare.

In this conventionalist view, scientific logic can be conceived as a syllogism of the
following form:

Major, premise : All men are mortal.
Minor premise : Socratesisaman.

Conclusion:  Socratesis mortal.

In classical physics the major premise, or rule, can be thought nominalisticaly to
correspond to the various conventions, such as Sir Isaac Newton's laws of mechanics. The
minor premise, or case, consists of real facts, for this example: the instantaneous relative
positions and velocities of all particles at some point in time. Deductive logic alows a
conclusion: that various accelerations will follow from the premises.

Poincare was able to describe the method of physics in these terms. One first sets up an
axiomatic system from which consequences can be deduced. These are then judged
retroactively by testing (experimentation) against what exists independently of us.
Objective experimentation leads to further experimentation. Reality exists only in facts,
which are organized through generalization. Every generalization is a hypothesis to be
tested, and hypotheses are merely intellectual devices for facilitating the discovery of
further data; they do not have corresponding objects in nature. Hypotheses, and the
scientific theories and 'laws to which they lead, are conventions adopted for the
convenience of facilitating this scientific process. The order embodied in natural lawsis an
order imposed by the human mind. This is because statements in logic and mathematics
are true by definition and not discovered by examining reality. Their application to natural
laws, therefore, is definitional convention applied to reality.

The conventionalism of Poincare, Mach, and others was key to the revolution in physics
during the early twentieth century. Though relativity and Einstein, an admirer of Mach, are
most popularly associated with this revolution, it is quantum mechanics that has proven to
be the most interesting in its philosophical implications. The generalization of quantum
mechanics known as quantum electrodynamics is arguably the most successful theory in
physics, judged in terms of its astonishing predictions and their experimental confirmation.
This success is readily interpreted nominalistically. For example, one of the founders
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of quantum mechanics, Niels Bohr, was once asked whether the equations of this theory
could be considered to somehow mirror an underlying, real quantum world. Bohr's answer
is a succinct statement of the nominalistic character of the philosophy of physics (Petersen
1985, p. 305): There is no quantum world. There is only an abstract quantum physical
description. It iswrong to think that the task of physicsisto find out how natureis. Physics
concerns what we can say about nature.’

The nominalistic philosophy of physics, and the logical empiricist scientific philosophy
that it inspired, holds hypotheses to be useful fictions. They have no basisin reality. Thisis
not the position of Charles Peirce, who made the bold conjecture that something akin to a
logical pattern in nature was far richer than the restrictive deductive scheme given above.
In his 1898 Cambridge Conference lecture series (Ketner 1992, p. 161) he wrote:

What isreality? Perhaps there isn't any such thing at all. As| have repeatedly insisted, it is but
aretroduction, aworking hypothesis which we try, our one desperate forlorn hope of knowing
anything ... so far asthereis any reality, what that reality consistsin isthis: that there isin the
being of things something which corresponds to the process of reasoning, that the world lives,
and moves, and hasitsbeing, in [d logic of things.

Peirce's view was unpopular in his own time and it remains unpopular today. Peirce
attributed this unpopularity to the pervasive nominalism in the metaphysical presumptions
of his contemporaries. He continuesin his 1898 lecture (Ketner 1992, p. 161) asfollows:

| point out that Evolution wherever it takes place is one vast succession of generalizations, by
which matter is becoming subjected to ever higher and higher Laws; and | point to the infinite
variety of nature as testifying to her Originality or power of Retroduction. But so far, the old
ideas are too ingrained. Very few accept my message.

Note that the logic which Peirce ascribes to nature is not the familiar induction or
deduction discussed in most philosophy of science. He introduces his new term,
retroduction, to describe thislogic of hypothesizing.

The importance of the realist/nominalist debate can be made clear in regard to Peirce's
view that hypothesizing involves reasoning (retroduction) from effect to cause. In the
science of the nineteenth century a careful distinction was often made between (1) causes
presumed to have a rea existence in nature, and (2) figments of mind, presumed to posit
such causes (Laudan 1987). Type (1) causes were named verae causae, following Sir Isaac
Newton's famous 'Rules of Reasoning' in the Principia. The first of these 'rules’ stated, 'We
are to admit no more causes of natural things than such are both true and sufficient to
explain their formation'. Type (2) concepts, which might well be nominalistic, were given
the name 'hypotheses. It is the type (2) concepts of which Newton speaks in this famous
passage from the Principia:

I feign no hypotheses (hypotheses non fingo) for whatever is not deduced from the
phenomenon is to be called a hypothesis, and hypotheses, whether metaphysical or physical,
whether of occult qualities or mechanical have no place in experimental philosophy. In this
philosophy particular propositions are inferred from the phenomena and afterwards rendered
general by induction.
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The 'hypotheses' described by Newton derive from mind alone; they are not ‘inferred
from the phenomena. Peirce recognized Newton's distinction and noted that verae causae
must be inductions, and are not matters of hypothetic inference. Peirce also agreed with
Newton that 'hypotheses (type 2) are not matters for belief. However, he envisioned
scientific hypotheses as part of an inference, retroduction, that transcends the gulf
presumed to exist between mind and real causes in nature. This connection was possible
because of Peirce's view that all thought is in signs. Peirce's semiatic (theory of signs) is
such that a natural continuity exists between the real causes in nature and the
interpretations that are eventually made of those causes.

GEOMORPHOLOGICAL SEMIOTICS

Logic is considered to be the study of rules for exact reasoning. For a nominalist logician,
like John Stuart Mill, logic merely gives us a system of names for patterns of inference;
there is no reality in the names, though the thought systems described by these names may
refer to real objects. For Charles Peirce logic is aformal semiotic. It provides valid patterns
(forms) for signs, which are the entities of which Peirce believed all thought to be
composed. In Peirce's semiotic (scientific study of signs), he has a rather special meaning
for the concept of a sign. The usual meaning is dyadic: a sign is anything that stands for
something else. Peirce's semiotic involves atriadic definition of sign. His definition (Peirce
19023, p. 527) is asfollows:

... Anything which determines something else (its interpretant) to refer to an object to which
itself refers (its object) in the same way, the interpretant becoming in turn a sign, and so on ad
infinitum.

This definition highlights in striking fashion Peirce's view that thought is continuous. It
cannot be arbitrarily divided with absolute distinctions, as nominalism does when
distinguishing between particular things and the universals or generals that those particular
things share in common. This nominalistic distinction for Peirce is contrary to the spirit of
scientific inference, particularly as it seeks to interpret the continuity between the signs of
nature with those of which our thought is composed. The continuity is essential in the
retroductive phase of inquiry, when reason is creatively employed to generate a candidate
best explanation. Nominalism in logic may be motivated by a sense that some sort of
objectivity is needed with regard to testing hypotheses, but it is an inappropriate view to
take in the creative phase of hypothesis generation.

Earth scientists make common reference to the sign system of nature using metaphors
such as 'what the rocks tell us' or ‘conversation with the Earth' (Cloos 1953). It is
interesting to contrast these language references to those applied to controlled
experimentation by Sir Francis Bacon. Objective control means that questions put to nature
(experiment) occur as in an interrogation (Keller 1985). Nature is coerced, presumably to
reveal her secrets, when data serve the sole function of verifying or fasifying. The
metaphorical function of conversation is denied in such interaction. In the Earth sciences,
however, controlled experimentation (interrogation) is largely precluded; one must
converse with the Earth, metaphorically speaking.
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How does one view this semictically? In Peirce's semiotics the most sophisticated signs
are symbols, for which the interpretant is essential. Mathematics can be considered a
symbolic language of great power in deductive systems such as the theories of physics.
Indices are signs for which the objects are essential and which have existence independent
of their interpretants. Landforms, river aluvium, and radiocarbon samples are all indices
in that their objects are the processes which cause them and their interpretants are what
geomorphologica thought makes of them. Thus, geomorphology can be viewed as a sign
system involving natural indices. Geomorphological reasoning involves inferences
organized through a formal serniotic, that is a logic, that is embedded in these indices.
Similarly, mathematics and mathematical physics emphasize symbolic sign systems in
their logical inferences.

It was Peirce's view that scientists, like all human beings, reason within thought, which
is a system of signs. This contrasts the more common view, traced back to Descartes, that
thoughts occur as clear and distinct ideas within individual minds. For Peirce the act of
reasoning within collective thought involves other scientists as well as nature.
Communication with other scientists is through familiar signs, called symbols, which
include the language systems of words, mathematics, and symbolic logic. Communication
with nature is less abstract, but it also includes signs; in this case the signs are indices. All
signs have objects and interpretants. It is the challenge of the scientist to appreciate the
advantages and disadvantages of these different sign systems for the pursuit of their
inquiries. Those operating in one sign system, symbols, for example, may erroneously
disparage the logic of those operating in another system, indices, for example. This would
have analogous validity to a speaker of Latin disparaging a speaker of Chinese for their
communication skills. The advocate of scientific symbolic language is likely to share the
same appreciation of indices as the Latin advocate would hold for Chinese.

This brings us to the interesting question of the origin of geomorphological hypotheses.
Grove Karl Gilbert (1886, 1896) proposed that hypotheses derive from analogy to
antecedent phenomena of the real world. Gilbert's invocation of analogy as a source of
hypotheses is very puzzling to a modern analytical philosopher. Kitts (1980) simply
argued that Gilbert was totally wrong, and that hypotheses derive from theory. Kitts seems
to have been so positive on this point because of the nominaistic logic that underpins
much of analytical science. In his popular System of Logic John Stuart Mill (1865)
described analogy as'. . . reasoning from particulars to particular'. This would certainly not
produce theories, which are generals, not particulars.

In conventional logic (Salmon 1973) analogy istreated as a weak form of induction. The
word 'weak' here refers to the strength of its explanatory power. It is important to
remember that Gilbert was interested in discovery, not explanation, in the origin of
hypotheses, not their justification. Analogy, as Gilbert (1886) clearly describes it, relates
consequents (e.g. landforms) to their antecedents (e.g. causative processes). This logical
manipulation of indices is handled by the cruder reasoning tool of analogy. Because the
goal is not so much to generalize, which is the conventional philosophical goa attributed
to induction, analogy functions as a combination of retroduction (inference to a
hypothesis) with induction (inference from particulars). Thus, in the method of science
described by C.S. Peirce and likely familiar to Gilbert (Baker in press), hypotheses are
logically inferred when analogy is employed. In this sense, at least, hypotheses can be



HYPOTHESES AND GEOMORPHOLOGICAL REASONING 67

considered to originate by analogy, exactly as Gilbert (1886, 1896) proposed, but this is
merely one example of the richness of potential reasoning that lies in the semiotic world of
natural indices.

HYPOTHESES AND SCIENTIFIC EXPLANATION

The view that scientific hypotheses can be derived from existing theories has been
criticized by the philosopher Paul Feyerabend. Feyerabend (1975) proposes the advocacy
of any alternatives that occur to scientists regardless of how outrageous they might seem.
Like Davis (1926), he is concerned that normal scientific practice may result in potentially
important hypotheses being rejected because they initially appear contrary to the prevailing
theoretical structure. Feyerabend presents his own outrageous hypotheses about the nature
of science, comparing its practice to that of religion and arguing that there is no such thing
as a scientific method (Feyerabend 1975). These latter claims have led to Feyerabend's
status as a maverick among philosophers of science. Nevertheless, many of Feyerabend's
scientific critiques of philosophy of science accord well with the attitudes of Earth
scientists. He argues that much of analytical philosophy has concentrated on trivial issues
of logic and theoretical meanings, such as the nature of realism. Earth science gets on very
well without these fine points of logic and theory.

Feyerabend's claim that hypotheses do not derive from theory is an important insight, but
his proposed alternative that hypothesis choice is a kind of poetry can be rather easily
misunderstood. He claims that scientists should choose hypotheses for the pleasure derived
from that choice. This would seem the height of irrationality to analytical philosophers.
Indeed, Feyerabend's 'anything goes' anarchical approach to scientific method has been
seized upon by postmodernist critics of scientific rationalism and objectivity. If science can
be 'what you like', then all forms of knowledge have equal status, including mysticism,
witchceraft, and voodoo. Feyerabend's insights suggest that a consideration of outrageous
hypotheses in geomorphology may reveal more about the reasoning process than will
conventional hypotheses of the type that are often rhetorically involved in published papers
to provide the appearance of objective scientific methodology. This point will be developed
in the next section of this chapter.

Like Feyerabend, C.S. Peirce is also critical of positivists and their logical empiricist
successors for arbitrarily separating the context of discovery from the context of
justification. Unlike Feyerabend, however, Peirce argued for a rationalist approach, but one
in which the human mind is instinctively attuned to nature. Peirce supported his position,
much as Whewell had before him, through extensive reference to the history of science.
His triadic view of the sign relationship derived from a triadic phenomenology that
underpins much of his philosophy. This distinguishes his view of scientific explanation
from that commonly assumed in analytical philosophy of science. The prevailing
nominalistic, dualistic approach to scientific explanation employs the ‘deductive-
nomological' model in which explanatory arguments subsume some resulting state of
affairs (called the 'explanandum’) under some covering laws (called ‘explanans), which act
as the controlling state of affairs (Hempel 1966). The perusal of most scientific papers will
confirm to their readers that this mode of logic prevails in published scientific
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explanation. On the other hand, Sir Peter Medawar (1991) argued that scientific papers were
nearly all fraudulent. This rather forceful statement derives from the fact that it is a rare
paper indeed that conveys the true process by which the science is actually done. Scientific
papers provide dualistic models of scientific explanation because they leave out the third
element, involving discovery of causative aspects of reality, that was essential to the whole
scientific process. Describing the commonsense, acritical logic of scientific discovery is
not a socially acceptable mode for presentation in 'scientific' papers.

Peirce (in Hartshorne and Weiss, 1931, p. 36) expresses his triadic notion of explanation
by reference to the syllogistic model, noted above:

... An explanation is a syllogism of which the major premise, or rule, is a known law or rule of
nature, or other general truth; the minor premise, or case, is the hypothesis or retroductive
conclusion, and the conclusion, or result, isthe observed (or otherwise established) fact.

This approach to science may have influenced the major writers on late nineteenth
century method of geomorphology, particularly G.K. Gilbert, T.C. Chamberlin, and WM.
Davis (Baker in press). In relation to the deductive-nomological model, noted above, the
explanations would have two parts. laws of nature (the major premise) and statements
about causative controlling states of affairs (Peirce's ‘hypotheses or retroductive
conclusions as the minor premise). This is how von Engelhardt and Zimmermann (1988)
introduce Peirce's logic as a major element in Earth science reasoning (though they fail to
develop the realism/nominalism issue in regard to this reasoning). It is also interesting to
note that retroductive inference, long ignored by analytical philosophers of science, has
now emerged as one of the 'hottest topics' in artificial intelligence (Peng and Reggia 1990)
and cognitive science research (Josephson and Josephson 1994).

Before providing examples of geomorphological hypothesizing it is important to be clear
on Peirce's meaning for retroduction, which he also called abduction. This inference of
creative discovery is often confused with induction, so Peirce's distinction of the two is
important (in Burks 1958, pp. 136-137):

... Nothing has so much contributed to present chaotic or erroneous ideas of the logic of
science as failure to distinguish the essentialy different characters 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. Abduction and induction have, to be sure, this common
feature, that 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 for al that, they
are the opposite poles of reason ... The method of either is the very reverse of the other's.
Abduction makes its start from the facts, without, at the outset, having any particular theory in
view, though it is motived by the feeling that a theory 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. The mode
of suggestion by which, in abduction, the facts suggest the hypothesis is by resemblance, - the
resemblance of the facts to the consequences of the hypothesis. The mode of suggestion by
which in induction the hypothesis suggests the facts is by contiguity, - the familiar knowledge
that the conditions of the hypothesis can be realized in certain experimental ways.
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The construction of hypotheses is a matter of scientific attitude. It does not derive from
some body of theory, nor does it follow some rigorous method. However, Peirce was
nearly unique among philosophers in noting that a method could be discerned in hindsight.
His use of the word 'abductive’ was a recognition of Aristotle's use of that word in the
Organon, though Peirce believed a mistrandlation of the origina document confused
logicians on this point for al later history. His description continues (in Burks 1958, pp.
137-138) asfollows:

... that the matter of no new truth can come from induction or from deduction, we have seen.
It can only come from abduction; and abduction is, after al, nothing but guessing. We are
therefore bound to hope that, although the possible explanations of our facts may be strictly
innumerable, yet our mind will be able, in some finite number of guesses, to guess the sole
true explanation of them. That we are bound to assume, independently of any evidence that it
istrue. Animated by that hope, we are to proceed to the construction of a hypothesis.

Now the only way to discover the principles upon which anything ought to be constructed
isto consider what is to be done with the constructed thing after it is constructed. That which
is to be done with the hypothesis is to trace out its consequences by deduction, to compare
them with results of experiment by induction, and to discard the hypothesis, and try another,
as soon as the first has been refuted; asit presumably will be.

The last sentence of this quote describes the essence of scientific method according to
Peirce. The goal of discarding hypotheses would seem to be a severe requirement.
Consider the dilemma for modern computer modelers. If we hold that models are realy
hypotheses (Baker 1985), then the task is not so much to make a beautifully elegant
theoretical model. Rather, it is to falsify models. This is abuse indeed of our theoretical
constructs!

Peirce (in Burks 1958, p. 138) goes on to list the considerations that determine the
choice of a hypothesis:

... In the first place, it must be capable of being subjected to experimental testing. It must
consist of experiential consequences with only so much logical cement asis needed to render
them rational. In the second place, the hypothesis must be such that it will explain the
surprising facts we have before us which it is the whole motive of our inquiry to rationalize....
In the third place, quite as necessary a consideration as either of those | have mentioned, in
view of the fact that the true hypothesisis only one out of innumerable possible false ones, in
view, too, of the enormous expensiveness of experimentation in money, time, energy, and
thought, is the consideration of economy.

Peirce (1902b, pp. 761-672) also notes that the testing process involves some special
considerationsin regard to hypothesis choice:

... Itisdesirable to understand by a verifiable hypothesis one which presents an abundance of
necessary conseguences open to experimental tests, and which involves no more than is
necessary to furnish a source of those consequences. The verification will not consist in
searching the facts in order to find features that accord or disagree with the hypothesis. That
is to no purpose whatsoever. The verification, on the contrary, must consist in basing upon
the hypothesis predictions as to the results of experiments, especially those of such
predictions as appear to be otherwise least likely to be true, and in instituting experiments in
order to ascertain whether they will be true or not.
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Thus, it is the surprising results of experiments, surprising except in terms of the
hypothesis being tested, that are most important to the verification process. While
experiments need not be elaborate or many, Peirce holds it of great importance that they be
independent. This means that their results should be capable of explanation only through
the hypothesis under investigation and not through some other hypothesis. To achieve this
seemingly difficult independence of experiments Peirce directed attention to his famous
‘economy of research’ (Peirce 1879; Cushen 1967).

REALITY IN OUTRAGEOUS HY POTHESES

As stated thus far, geomorphology is considered to be a way of thinking about Earth's
surface and its processes, involving signs or indices of those real-world phenomena for
which probable causes and/or explanatory concepts (that are real in Peirce's sense of the
word) are inferred (through Peirce's 'retroduction’) in such a way as to fit formerly known
but seemingly unrelated phenomena (Whewell's 'colligation of facts'). Though superficially
similar in appearance to lucky guessing, this retroductive process leads uncannily to
hypotheses that display the repeated exhibition of explanatory surprise in regard to natural
observation of experiments (Whewell's 'consilience of inductions). The claim has been
made that this involves the 'logic' of geomorphology as science. | now want to describe
some important examples of geomorphological thinking to illustrate the process. | wish my
examples to involve scientific discovery, since that is important to the advancement of
science, though hypotheses also obviously aid in the study of what is already known.
Kantorovich (1993) notes that discovery can occur either by exposure or by generation. In
exposure, some new phenomenon is observed, or information hidden in a set of statements
is revedled (as in prediction from a new theory). Hypotheses are most important in
discovery by generation, in which new theoretical concepts are devel oped. New theoretical
concepts must replace old ones, but presumably the old concepts are adhered to for good
reasons. How does one stimulate progress, getting past what most of the scientific
community considers to be good working principles at some moment in time?
Late in life William Morris Davis reflected on this problem (Davis 1926, p. 464):

... Are we not in danger of reaching a stage of theoretical stagnation, similar to that of physics
a generation ago, when its whole realm appeared to have been explored? We shall be indeed
fortunate if geology is so marvelously enlarged in the next thirty years as physics has been in
the last thirty. But to make such progress, violence must be done to many of our accepted
principles; and it is here that the value of outrageous hypotheses, of which | wish to speak,
appears. For inasmuch as the great advances of physics in recent years and as the great
advances of geology in the past have been made by outraging in one way or another a body of
preconceived opinions, we may be pretty sure that the advances yet to be made in geology will
be at first regarded as outrages upon the accumulated convictions of to-day, which we are too
prone to regard as geologically sacred.

Davis was sufficiently motivated by this view that, against the judgment of most of his
contemporaries, he even proposed a serious contemplation of ‘the Wegener outrage of
wandering continents’. Wegener's hypothesis was well known to have so many flaws that it
was considered untenable by many geologists in the 1920s. The flaws included the
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physical process whereby it operated and many errors of geological detail that were
advanced by its meteorol ogist-inventor. However, this hypothesis also colligated numerous
otherwise inexplicable facts, including the 'fit' of the continents and the distribution of
Permian glacial deposits of the Southern Hemisphere. The problems were eventually
resolved through the concepts of sea-floor spreading and plate tectonics, the latter being
arguably the most successful conceptual scheme to have emerged in the Earth sciences
(LeGrand 1988; Menard 1986; Stewart 1990). Wegener's concept was clearly alucky guess
inspired by an array of facts. It was motivated by the need for a theory to explain otherwise
unrelated facts, but it flew in the face of existing theory.

As Davis's 1926 paper on 'the value of outrageous geological hypotheses was being
published, another outrage was being perpetrated by J Harlen Bretz, who had hypothesized
a catastrophic flood origin for the Channeled Scabland region of the northwestern United
States (Bretz, 1923, 1928). Bretz challenged a prevailing uniformitarian view that
extraordinary causes, unlike those in operation today, should be precluded from
hypothetical consideration. This view derived from the misconception that
uniformitarianism constituted a fundamental principle of nature rather than a regulative
guide to fallible human reasoning about nature. More will be said about such regulative
principles in relation to hypothesizing in a subsequent section of this chapter. It is
important here to note that the rationale for serious consideration of cataclysmic flooding
as an explanation was based solely on field relationships on the Columbia Plateau (Baker
1978, 1995). Arguments against it were partly regulative and partly theoretical in that it
was presumed that such immense flood flows were not physically reasonable and that there
was no reasonable source for the vast quantities of water required (Baker and Bunker
1985). Once the field relationships were generally accepted by the scientific community,
however, the debate was followed in short order by the demonstrated physical consistency
of dynamical cataclysmic flood processes with scabland landforms and sedimentary
sequences (Baker 19733, b).

The readlity of the Wegener and Bretz outrageous hypotheses seems to be clear in
hindsight. How does one view such hypothesizing as it is unfolding? This may be a more
relevant example in terms of geomorphological reasoning in relation to the continuity of
thought envisioned by Charles Peirce. My candidate for a presently developing outrageous
geomorphological hypothesis, true to the Davis (1926) definition, is the proposal by John
Shaw (1994) that a very interesting assemblage of late Pleistocene glacial erosional and
depositional features, including tunnel channels, Rogen moraine, and drumlins may be
indicative of massive subglacial flooding. It has long been known that a variety of
landforms, involving both erosion and deposition, form beneath thick continental glaciers.
These landforms have generaly been explained by various subglacial deformation
processes. However, modern glaciers do not provide satisfactory analogs to the ancient ice
sheets that produced these landforms. In Shaw's hypothesis catastrophic subglacial flooding
has been posed to explain the spatial and temporal associations of these features.
Large-scale, subglacial meltwater floods are inferred to be responsible for certain drumlins
(Shaw 1983; Shaw and Sharpe 1987), tunnel channels (Brennand and Shaw 1994), bedrock
erosional marks (Shaw 1994), and Rogen moraine (Fisher and Shaw 1992).

The problem of subglacial cataclysmic flooding provides an excellent example of the
methodol ogical/philosophical quandaries faced in geomorphology and geology. There are
no modern process equivalents to the gigantic late Pleistocene warm-based ice sheets of
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North America and Eurasia. There is no possibility of controlled experiments scaled to the
dynamics of such ice sheets. Nevertheless, there is a detailed assemblage of landforms and
sediments (Shaw, 1994) for which we have no modern analogs. How is science to be done
in such circumstances? Theories can predict the landforms by deduction, but which
theories apply? Effects can be classified for extrapolation to theoretical generalization, but
such verification of theory is logically flawed (Popper 1959). The solution is found in a
process of generating hypotheses, as classically argued in geology (Baker 1988b). The goal
is to infer cause from effect, or 'consequent from antecedent' as Gilbert (1886) so aptly
described it. Thelogic of this reasoning is neither deductive nor inductive. It is retroductive
or abductive (Baker in press), a reasoning central to geology (von Engelhardt and
Zimmermann 1988) but greatly misunderstood by the advocates of deductive/ inductive
approaches in science, who use the exemplar of experimental/theoretical physics to justify
their arguments.

THE LOGIC OF HYPOTHESES IN THE SCIENTIFIC PROCESS

If hypotheses violate the usual conventions of science, why should they be pursued?
Presumably such hypotheses would have a very low probability of confirmation against
future experimental tests. There are an immense number of possible outrageous
hypotheses. If hypotheses are merely convenient fictions, and do not have some connection
to reality, why do outrageous hypotheses, like those described in the previous section,
prove very fruitful for further scientific investigation? One might think that there is some
probability of the hypothesis being true that recommends itself to the hypothesizer. Tables
for hypothesis probability have even been suggested (Strahler 1987).

Peirce's view on the probability of hypotheses is consistent with his view of retroduction
as a unique process of discovery, and not something subject to a frequency of confirmation
or disconfirmation. A retroductive hypothesis is accepted through a directed scientific
process of inquiry involving a great complex of evidence. The process is not the trivial
logical comparison of some statement of cases for true/false testing according to a
nominalistic logic. Thisis simply not what scientists do; rather, it is something idealized by
philosophers inexperienced in actual scientific practice. As Peirce stated it (in Hartshorne
and Weiss 1931, p. 78): It is nonsense to talk of the probability of a law, as if we could
pick universes out of a grab-bag and find in what proportion of them the law held good.'
Peirce's frequentist views of probability were even extended to inductive scientific
inference, aview that would be quite controversial to modern philosophers of probability.

Peirce's emphasis on how scientists actually reason can be reconciled with the view that
logic is a normative science, referring to how reasoning ought to be done. For Peirce this
normative function is divided between a formulated, scientific, and critical logic, which he
called the logica docens, and an implicit and acritical logic, the logica utens, that is
instinctive and part of the commonsense reasoning of the inquirer. Peirce believed that the
logica utens is antecedent to systematic reasoning. Because the instinctive logica utens
does not serve on all occasions, one must embar