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Term:

Retroduction

Quote:

The inquiry begins with pondering these phenomena in all their aspects, in the
search of some point of view whence the wonder shall be resolved. At length a
conjecture arises that furnishes a possible Explanation, by which I mean a
syllogism exhibiting the surprising fact as necessarily consequent upon the
circumstances of its occurrence together with the truth of the credible
conjecture, as premisses. On account of this Explanation, the inquirer is led to
regard his conjecture, or hypothesis, with favor. As I phrase it, he provisionally
holds it to be “Plausible”; this acceptance ranges in diﬀerent cases – and
reasonably so – from a mere expression of it in the interrogative mood, as a
question meriting attention and reply, up through all appraisals of Plausibility,
to uncontrollable inclination to believe. The whole series of mental
performances between the notice of the wonderful phenomenon and the
acceptance of the hypothesis, during which the usually docile understanding
seems to hold the bit between its teeth and to have us at its mercy, the search
for pertinent circumstances and the laying hold of them, sometimes without our
cognizance, the scrutiny of them, the dark laboring, the bursting out of the
startling conjecture, the remarking of its smooth ﬁtting to the anomaly, as it is
turned back and forth like a key in a lock, and the ﬁnal estimation of its
Plausibility, I reckon as composing the First Stage of Inquiry. Its characteristic
formula of reasoning I term Retroduction, i.e. reasoning from consequent to
antecedent. In one respect the designation seems inappropriate; for in most
instances where conjecture mounts the high peaks of Plausibility – and is really
most worthy of conﬁdence – the inquirer is unable deﬁnitely to formulate just
what the explained wonder is; or can only do so in the light of the hypothesis. In
short, it is a form of Argument rather than of Argumentation.
Retroduction does not aﬀord security. The hypothesis must be tested.
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