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THE SIGN OF FOUR: 

DUPIN, HOLMES, PEIRCE---AND KARL MAY 
 

Normally, when a speaker presents a paper at a symposium such as this, he or she is 
expected to present a single new point or perspective on the subject. The speaker is then 
expected to explain and establish that new point, or describe that new perspective in terms 
familiar to the audience. However, I face the difficult ask of having to make not one, but four 
points relevant to the work of Karl May, each of which, I am afraid, will be entirely new to most 
of the members of my audience.    

The four points I want to make are: First, that there is a newly discovered form of logic 
called abduction, which is a third form of logic in addition to the two traditional forms of logic 
we have all known since childhood—namely, deduction and induction.  Second, because this 
logic is newly discovered, I cannot simply refer to it; I shall have to explain what this logic is and 
how it works.  For it is my contention--and this is my third point—that this new form of logic 
pervades the works of Karl May, and is especially present as the underlying theme and basic 
motif in Winnetou—as well as being present in May's other stories. Finally, I want to argue that 
this logic has been identified as the same basic theme and motif of the detective story genre of 
literature, beginning with the first detective, C. August Dupin, created by the "Father of the 
Detective Story," Edgar Allan Poe, and brought to its highest state of exemplification by Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle in the character of Sherlock Holmes, who is today recognized as the 
"Master of Abductive logic." In other words, I want to argue that the enjoyment of the stories of 
Karl May can be appreciably enhanced by perceiving and understanding the underlying theme of 
abductive logic in his stories; and that, when this is understood, it will be seen that the Old 
Shatterhand has much more in common with Sherlock Holmes than has previously been 
suspected.  As a result, I suggest that the Karl May Gesellschaft has much more in common with 
the Baker Street Irregulars and the other 273 Sherlock Holmes Societies around the globe than 
has been previously imagined. 

I.  

The Discovery of Abductive Logic 

A. The Discovery of Abductive Logic in Science and Philosophy 

Abductive logic was discovered by a man who is coming to be recognized as America's 
greatest philosopher, Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), and given its definitive form by 1901. 
Peirce was not an academic, but wrote out most of his thinking in hand written manuscripts, 
many of which were not published until long after his death.  Harvard University published eight 
volumes of his collected works between 1931 and 1966.1  It was not until after these were 

                                                             
1 Collected Papers of Sharles sanders Peirce, edited by C. Hartshorne and P. Weiss (vols. 1-6), and by A. Burks 
(vols. 7-8): Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1931-1958. 
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published that the first major work on Peirce's theory appeared in 1970.2  Thus, although Peirce 
discovered abductive logic a century ago, his discovery was not "discovered" until barely three 
decades ago.  Since then, however, abductive logic has become generally accepted as a new form 
of logic, in addition to deductive and inductive logic.  Today, it is an important component of the 
Artificial Intelligence Project, and the basis of the new field of studies called Semiotics, 
championed by Umberto Eco.  Understanding of abductive logic is becoming recognized to be of 
fundamental importance in the fields of computer science, diagnostics, legal reasoning, 
comprehensive planning, and many other fields.3 

Peirce discovered abductive logic because he was looking for a logic to account for 
scientific discovery.  The problem was this: The nineteenth century was the age of scientific 
discovery and invention.  Darwin's theory of evolution was just one of the countless new theories 
being generated in physics, chemistry, electricity, geology, and many other fields.  Inventions 
flowing from these new theories were rapidly changing the world, from the steam engine to the 
internal combustion engine, from the telegraph to the telephone.  New theories and inventions 
came to be seen as the very essence of science.    

 But where did new theories and new ideas come from?  No one knew.  The nineteenth 
century was seen as the epitome of the Age of Science and the highest achievement of the Age of 
Reason.  But neither science nor philosophy had any explanation of where new theories or new 
ideas came from.  They were often described as "leaps" or "mental jumps"--illogical and 
irrational.  Neither deduction nor induction could explain the phenomenon.  Thus the "Age of 
Science" appeared to be, at its base, irrational.   

This problem exercised the mind of Charles Sanders Peirce, who could not accept that the 
most salient feature of the modern world was irrational and illogical.  He, therefore, spent over 
four decades searching for the rational basis of scientific discovery, i.e., its logic.  After many 
years, he found it.  At first he called it "retroduction," because it was a "backward" form of logic.  
However, when he went back to Aristotle, he found that Aristotle had briefly mentioned a third 
form of logic called, in Greek, apogoge.  Peirce Latinized this to "abduction.  Most of Peirce's 
important essays on abduction are available in the Volume 2 of a two volume set entitled The 
Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings, published by the Peirce Edition Project, under 
the general editor ship of Nathan Houser.4  . 

B. The Discovery of Abductive Logic in Literature 

Although academics--both philosophers and scientists--were struggling to understand the 
very logic that was inspiring inventors and scientists since the beginning of the scientific 
revolution, this same logic was already breaking out in popular literature.  Just as deductive logic 
was the dominant form of logic in Classical and Medieval civilization, and inductive logic 
became the dominant form of logic since the Enlightenment and industrial revolution, abductive 

                                                             
2 K. T. Fann, Peirce's Theory of Abduction (The Hague, Martin Nijhoff, 1970.)   There were, however, earlier 
articles scattered in various philosophic journals prior to Fann's book, but Fann's work is the first comprehensive 
treatment of abductive logic that I have so far found. 
3 See, for example, John R Josephson and Susan G. Josephson,  Abductive Inference: Computation, Philosophy, 
Technology (Cambridge and New York, Cambridge University Press, 1994); and Yun Peng and James A. Reggia, 
Abductive Inference Models for Diagnostic Problem-Solving ( New York Berlin, etc., Springer Verlag, 1990). 
4 Bloomington, Indiana University press, vol. I, 1992; vol. 2, 1998. 
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logic emerged in the eighteenth century and became the dominant form of logic by the end of the 
nineteenth century.  The first example of abductive logic in Western literature that scholars have 
so far found is in a short story by Voltaire, entitled Zadig, published in 1747. I have attached the 
relevant passage of that story as Appendix A of this paper.  Thereafter, it began to appear in 
various other forms of literature.  In the 1840s, its application is the theme of the first detective 
story, The Murders in the Rue Morgue, by the "Father of the Detective Story," Edgar Allan Poe.  
Walther Ilmer has also found an example of abductive in the fourth volume of Alexandre Dumas' 
D'Artagnon Romances (Louise de la Vallière, chapters 60-63).  In 1880, Thomas Henry Huxley 
wrote an essay, entitled "The Method of Zadig," extolling the new and revolutionary logic he 
found in this story.  Huxley described the basis of the new logic he found: 

 
What, in fact, lay at the foundation  of all of Zadig's arguments, but the coarse and 
commonplace assumption, upon which every act of our daily lives is based, that 
we may conclude form an effect to the pre-existence of a cause competent to 
produce that effect? 
 

That was a revolutionary idea 120 years ago.  Huxley went on to give us an example of 
his new logic that prefigures Old Shatterhand's learning process form "greenhorn" to a "Man of 
the West" in Winnetou: 
 

From freshly broken twigs, crushed leaves, disturbed pebbles, and imprints hardly 
discernible to the untrained eye, such graduates in the University of Nature will 
divine, not only the fact that a party has passed that way, but its strength, its 
composition, the course it took, and the number of hours or days which have 
elapsed since it passed. But they are able to do it because, like Zadig, they 
perceive endless differences where untrained eyes discern nothing; and because 
the unconscious logic of common sense compels them to account for these effects 
by the causes which they know to be competent to produce them. 

 
This was precisely the logic that Sam Hawkens and Winnetou were teaching Old 

Shatterhand in the "University of Nature" that he entered when he went to the American 
southwest.  I have attached as Appendix B a passage from Winnetou that I invite the reader to 
compare with the excerpt from Zadig in Appendix A.  (Had Karl May written Winnetou two 
decades earlier, Huxley might well have entitled his essay "The Method of Winnetou"!)     

Winnetou was published in 1893 and rapidly became one of the best selling works of 
popular literature in the German-speaking world.  Just six years earlier, in 1887, Arthur Conan 
Doyle published the first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet, which rapidly became one 
of the best-selling works in the English-speaking world.  Precisely the application of the same 
logic informs A Study in Scarlet--as well the rest of the Sherlock Holmes stories--as informs 
Winnetou.  It is my contention that this was not purely a coincidence; abductive logic was "in the 
air," and the public wanted to breathe deeply.  Both May's and Doyle's stories embodying 
abductive logic went on to spectacular public acceptance.  

Thus the public's interest in the dominant logic of our age, abductive logic, was sated by 
the appearance in literature of works that embodied that logic.  Today, May and Doyle are 
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among the most popular authors of fiction of the entire twentieth century.  By the 1920s, we had 
entered what is called "The Golden age of the Detective Story," and that "Golden Age" has not 
yet come to an end.  In German-speaking lands, and in the thirty-nine languages into which 
May’s works have been translated around the world, an estimated 200 million copies have been 
sold. Both May and Doyle have countless imitators who popularize the same feats of logic 
learned in the "University of Nature"--even though academics are only now learning about it.   

II. 

What is Abductive Logic? 
Abduction is the only form of logic that can result in a new theory.  It is based on the idea 

that the structure of our minds is the same the structure of the universe, and that when we 
“guess,” we trust to our instincts, which are more in harmony with the universe.  Just as 
inductive logic is based on the assumption of the regularity of nature, abduction is based on the 
assumption that our minds, which evolved from the natural world, are in harmony with the 
world.  Thus our “guesses” are often correct, and in the most important decisions in life we trust 
to our “gut feelings.”  But guessing is not random. There is a specific logic to it.  

Each form of logic is only applicable in certain situations.  Deductive logic is only 
applicable where one can make a general statement that is true, such as that, “All men are 
mortal.”  Inductive logic is only applicable when one has a number of observations from which 
one can induce a general rule, such as “All ducks have webbed feet.”   In both cases one can 
reason forward, either from a general rule or from a set of observations, to a valid conclusion. 
Abduction, however, is only applicable when one faces a mystery; i.e., when one faces facts that 
admit of no generalization either deductively or inductively.  In other words, abduction is the 
logic by which one solves mysteries.  It is called a “backward” form of logic because, when one 
confronts a set of strange facts which seem to make no sense, one must search for clues to “go 
behind” the facts, in order to solve the mystery.   Hence the "backward' nature of abduction.  

The best way to explain abduction is to distinguish it from deduction and induction.  This 
can be clearly described by manipulating the premises of a single syllogism to show the 
differences between the three forms of logic.5 

Deduction.  A deductive syllogism is made up of a General Rule, a Specific Case, and a 
Conclusion.  Let me give an example: Imagine that I walk into a room and see Socrates standing 
behind a table.  On the table I see a large bag.  Socrates tells me (and who can doubt Socrates?) 
that the bag is filled with beans and all the beans are white.  This establishes the major premise 
or General Rule:  “All the beans in the bag are white.”  Socrates then reaches in the bag and 
takes a fistful of beans, which he then holds behind his back.  He asks me if I can logically 
conclude anything certain about the beans in his hand.  Of course, I can: the beans must, 
logically, be white.  Thus the form of the deductive syllogism is as follows: 

 
1. General Rule/Hypothesis  All the beans in the bag are white. 

                                                             
5 The following examples are a melange taken from three sources: Collected Papers of Charles S. Peirce 1934-1966, 
edited by Charles Hartshorne, et al., Vol. 2, pp. 623-625; Umberto Eco, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington, 
1994), pp. 157-158; and Nancy Horwith, “The Body of the Detective Model,” in Eco and Sebeok, The Sign of 
Three: Dupin, Holmes, Peirce (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1983),  pp. 182-183. 
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2. Specific Case   These beans are from this bag. 
 
Therefore: 
 
3. Conclusion/Result   These beans are white. 
  

In deduction, what is important to note is that the reasoning moves forward from a 
General Rule to a Specific Case.  What is sought in the Conclusion/Result is the application of a 
known or given General Rule upon a Specific Case.  In deduction, the conclusion is absolutely 
certain.  If the premises are true, the conclusion must follow.  The essence of deduction is that 
there can be nothing found in the conclusion that was not present in the premises.  That is why 
no new idea can result from deduction. 

Induction.  In inductive logic, the first and third terms are reversed.  Whereas in 
deductive logic one argues from a general rule to a specific case, in induction, on argues form 
specific cases to a general rule.  This is still a form of forward reasoning, because it starts from 
the facts and moves forward to a general rule.  Let us now examine the same syllogism, only this 
time with the observations or facts in the beginning, and the General Rule/Hypothesis moved to 
the end. 

Imagine that I walk into the same room and see Socrates behind a table with a bag on it; 
only this time I do not know what is in the bag.  Socrates asks me if I can logically determine 
what is in the bag.  I reach in and pull out a handful of white beans.  I then reach in again, 
moving my hand around in the bag to mix up whatever is in it.  I feel only beans and pull out 
another handful of white beans.  I do this again.  After testing several more handfuls, all of which 
consist of white beans, I reasonably infer that all these handfuls of white beans are Specific 
Cases of some General Rule and, therefore, arrive at the conclusion that all the beans in the bag 
are white.  The inductive syllogism looks like this: 
 

2. Specific Case   These beans are from this bag. 
 
3. Conclusion/Result   These beans are white. 

 
Therefore: 
 
1. General Rule/Hypothesis  All the beans in the bag are white.   
   

The purpose of induction is either to arrive at, or to test, a general rule by experiment.  If 
several actions all have the same result, one can assume, based on the law of regularity in nature, 
that the same actions, under the same conditions, will conform to a general rule. Of course, 
induction, unlike deduction, is never absolutely certain.  In the example above, the next handful 
may contain a black bean, nullifying the general rule.  But the logic is clear. 

Abduction.  In both deduction and induction, both the premises are reasonable.  In other 
words, they are known and make sense, and one can reason smoothly from them.  However, the 
essence of abduction is strangeness or mystery.  Abduction begins when one is faced with 
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strange, unexpected, and unexplainable facts or premises.  In abduction, one does not reason 
either to or from a General Rule, rather one is confronting a specific case for which the premises 
appear to give no deductive nor inductive guidance. 

Following our example, imagine that I walk into the same room and observe a bag of 
white beans on the table and beside it a small pile of white beans.  Socrates asks me, “Can you 
logically determine where the pile of beans came from?”  One must reason to the Specific Case.  
In both deduction and induction, the Specific Case is a “given,” and one must reason to a 
Conclusion/Result or to a General Rule.  However, in abduction, one is faced with the specific 
Case, and must reason backward to explain it.  Using the same terms as in our above examples, 
the abductive syllogism looks like this: 

 
1.  General Rule/Hypothesis  All the beans in the bag are white. 

 
3.  Conclusion/Result:   These beans are white. 

 
Therefore: 

 
2.  Specific Case:   These beans are from this bag. 

 
Consider the strangeness of Socrates’ question.  When I consider only the two given 

premises—“All the beans in the bag are white” and “These beans are white”—I cannot reason 
either deductively or inductively to answer Socrates’ question.  I do not know where the pile of 
white beans on the table came from.  The pile of beans may have come from the bag beside it; or 
it could have been placed on the table by Socrates from another source.  Or perhaps somebody 
else brought the pile of beans into the room.  How would I know?  Socrates has asked me a 
strange question.  How can I reason to tell him where the beans came from? 

Let us consider this a “Strange Case” that involves a strange logic.  The logic of it runs 
like this: I need to imagine (hypothesize) a new General Rule, such that, if it were true, and if the 
Specific Case were considered an instance of that General Rule, the question asked by Socrates 
would no longer be strange, but would be reasonable.6  The structure of the logic runs like this.  I 
need to form an hypothesis.  So I hypothesize a General Rule in which all the beans in the bag 
are white much like the beans on the table.  If all the beans in the bag are white, and the beans in 
the pile are white, it is a reasonable guess (hypothesis) that the beans on the table might have 
come from the bag.  This is not necessarily true, nor even necessarily probable, but it is a valid 
hypothesis.  One has just thought of a new theory! 

                                                             
6 The last several sentences of this paragraph are close paraphrases of Umberto Eco’s argument in his The Limits of 
Interpretation  (Bloomington, 1990),  pp. 157-158, which have been slightly altered to fit the context of this 
discussion.  Eco’s sentences reads:  “To keep to our example, I have a sack of beans on the table, and nearby, also 
on the table, is a bunch of white beans.  I don’t know how they’ve gotten there or who has placed them there, or 
even where they came from.  Let’s consider this Result a Strange Case.  Now I need to find a Rule, such that, if it 
were true, and if the Result were considered a Case of the Result, the Result would no longer be strange, but rather 
extremely reasonable.  At this point I make a conjecture:  I theorize a Rule for which that sack contains beans and all 
the beans are white, and I try to consider the Result as a Case of that Rule.  If all the beans in the sack are white and 
those beans come from that sack, it’s natural that the beans on the table are white.” 
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The result of an abductive syllogism is, therefore, an hypothesis--a new idea, a new 
theory.  Abductive logic requires one to see not simply facts that have no necessary connection, 
but to see the facts as strange, and to then engage in the mental effort to imagine a cause 
sufficient to explain the strange facts and to remove the strangeness.  One sees two facts with no 
necessary relation, but one then imagines a way in which they might be related.  One imagines 
that perhaps the pile of beans came form the bag beside it.  One now has a new theory.   

This is precisely how Darwin came to write The Origin of the Species.  He observed 
inductively that species changed, but he had no theory to account for that change.  It certainly 
was strange, and called out for some sort of explanation.  He pondered it for twenty years until 
he thought of a theory that, though untested and unproved, might possibly explain the 
strangeness of all the changes he observed in species.  His reasoning went like this: He observed 
all the changes in the various species.  He assumed that these changes had a cause.  He thought 
backward form the changes to try to imagine a cause sufficient to have resulted in those changes.  
Eventually, he thought of such a possible cause: natural selection.  Suddenly had a new theory.  
He could then write The Origin of the Species..  

What Socrates did in asking the question in the above example of abductive logic was to 
ask me to explain an effect.  Instead of seeing that pile of beans as simply a "bare fact," he asked 
me to see that pile of beans as strange; i.e., that it was there as the result of some prior action that 
I had not seen.  Socrates was asking me to think backward from the pile of beans on the table to 
imagine some sort of story to explain how that particular pile of beans came to be there.   

When he asked me to explain where the pile of beans came from, I could have imagined 
the following General Rule and deductive syllogism: All beans came from bean plants.  These 
are beans.  Therefore, these beans came from bean plants.  That would have been absolutely true, 
but it would not have answered the specific question that Socrates was asking.  He was not 
asking for a General Rule to account for all beans.  Rather, he was asking for a particular 
explanation of a Specific Case, namely, these beans.  What Socrates wanted was not a universal 
rule about beans such as deductive logic begins with and inductive logic ends with.  Rather, what 
Socrates was asking for was a story: a story that would explain how these particular beans came 
to be at this particular place at this particular time. 

Essential to abductive logic is the perception of strangeness.  Both Socrates and I could 
have seen the bag of beans on the table and the pile of beans beside it and thought nothing of it.  
It is only when one sees them as strange that a question arises—“Why is there this particular pile 
of beans beside this particular bag of beans?”  It is only then that the application of abduction 
arises.  In abductive logic one leaves the bright light of universals and the clarity of scientific 
laws to descend to the darkness and strangeness of explaining specific cases.  

The essence of abductive logic consist in: 1) acute observation, in other words, seeing 
every detail in what one sees; 2) the ability to note even the smallest irregularity; 3) the 
willingness to stop and wonder how that strange, little detail got there; and 4) the ability to think 
backward to imagine what might have caused that irregularity to appear at precisely that time 
and place.  The strict logical form of the abductive syllogism looks like this: 

 
D is a set of data (facts, observations, givens). 
 
S is a surprising or unexpected fact within the field of D. 
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H is an hypothesis that would explain S. 
 
No other hypothesis can explain S as well as H does. 
 
Therefore, H is a valid hypothesis upon which to act. 
 

The clearest example of abductive logic in practice is the Indian scout.  He is walking 
through the woods.  Everything appears normal and he sees only what one expects to see.  
Suddenly he sees some bent grass and freshly broken twigs. This does not occur naturally in 
nature.  This is unexpected and unusual.  He attempts to imagine the reason why this particular 
grass is bent and these twigs broken.  He hypothesizes that an enemy might have been lurking 
here.  He might further hypothesize that an enemy troop may be nearby observing him or the 
progress of his band of Indians or troops.  He might further infer that they might be preparing an 
ambush.  He immediately goes back to his leader to informs him that there may be other Indians 
in the area and both to proceed with caution and perhaps to send out further scouts.   All this 
from some broken twigs and bent grass, which according to deductive and inductive logic mean 
nothing, but which, according to abductive logic suggest a very important story. 

Or consider the private detective.  The police discover a murdered body in the woods and 
arrest a young man known to have been in the woods at that time.  A private detective is hired.  
He examines the site and finds some cigar ashes.  Instead of simply seeing these as a "fact," he 
regards them as a "clue" that tells a story.  He forms a hypothesis that these ashes might lead him 
to the real murderer.  He analyzes them, and is able to identify someone who smokes that 
unusual brand of cigar.   As a result, he is able to prove who the murderer is.  All this from a 
cigar ash that the police saw, but did not notice as unusual. 

 Abductive logic is a method of thinking backward from clues to hypothesize causes, and, 
from the causes abduced, to make inferences.  It is the method of all scientific thinking that leads 
to new theories, and the method of all detectives and all plainsmen who must learn to observe 
and to reason from the most trifling facts. 

III. 

The Theme of Abductive Logic in Winnetou. 

The first chapter of Winnetou is entitled, “A Greenhorn.”  It establishes the foundation for 
the central motif of the novel.  A “greenhorn” is someone who, no matter how much knowledge 
he may have, does not really know what is going on.  “A greenhorn,” the narrator (Charley) 
writes, “has studied astronomy for five years, but even if he spends the same length of time 
staring at the sky, he will never know what time it is.”7  A greenhorn does not know the natives 
or the customs; he does not know what he sees or what he needs to survive.  A greenhorn is 
someone who even with his eyes wide open, does not see.  For even if he sees everything within 
his field of vision, he does not see what is significant. In the Wild West, every fact has a story 
behind it.  To "see" is to know the story, for knowing the story behind each fact enables one to 
                                                             
7 Karl May, Winnetou, trans. by Michael Shaw (New York, 1998).  This translation is a condensed version of the 
first three volumes of Winnetou, and is a reprint of the 1977 edition of this work published by Seabury Press. All 
subsequent references shall be to the Shaw translation hereinafter cited as Winnetou.. 
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survive.  Karl May, therefore, begins by introducing Charley as a greenhorn who, despite all his 
learning, does not know the most elementary way of thinking, which can only be learned form 
experience.  In a word, Charley is "clueless."  Indeed, Charley is a greenhorn who does not even 
know that he does not know.  This is a hard lesson to learn for the hero: 

 
For what really characterizes a greenhorn is the belief that all others may fit into 
that category, but certainly not himself.—On the contrary, I felt that I was an 
exceptionally intelligent and experienced person.  For hadn’t I done my studies 
and never been afraid of examinations?  Young as I was, I hadn’t understood that 
life is the only school that counts; that its students are tested every hour of every 
day, and that providence calls on them to test their mettle.8 

 

Thus Karl May makes the point that Charley is starting as a freshman in a new university-
-what Huxley called “the University of Nature.”  The uselessness of book knowledge is 
relentlessly hammered home.  Mr. Henry, who first takes Charley under his wing, exclaims to 
him: 

 
You are a greenhorn, and what a greenhorn!  You know what is in your 
books, that’s true enough.  It’s amazing what they make people learn over 
there.  This young man knows precisely how far the stars are away, what 
King Nebuchadnezzar wrote in his tablets, or what the air weighs even 
though he can’t lay his hands on it.  And because he knows all this, he 
imagines he’s clever.  But go out and get some real experience, you 
understand, … and you’ll find out what cleverness really is.  What you’ve 
learned so far is nothing, nothing at all.  And what you can do with it is 
even less.9 

 
But Charley shows that he can both ride and shoot and also knows something practical 

like surveying.  So Mr. Henry decides to help him learn what is not taught in books.  He gives 
him his favorite rifles and calls on his friend, Sam Hawkens, to take the boy under his wing and 
teach him how to think like a “Man of the West.”  This was exactly what Charley wanted, a 
mentor to teach him a new way of seeing, thinking, and reasoning.  As they set off from St. 
Louis, the relationship of teacher and pupil grows: 
 

Quietly a relationship between him and myself developed which could 
best be described as paternalistic.  He had taken me under his wing, like a 
person one need not ask for his consent to such an arrangement.  I was the 
greenhorn and he the experienced man of the West whose will could not 
be challenged.  Whenever there was time and opportunity, he gave me 
theoretical and practical lessons in everything one must know and be able 
to do in the Wild West.10 

                                                             
8 Winnetou, p. 4. 
9 Ibid., p. 6. 
10 Ibid., p. 25. 
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But what is it that Charlie has to learn to become a man of the West?   It is not a syllabus 

of courses, not a set of rules, nor even a set of subjects with substantive content.  It is, we shall 
see, a new way of thinking--an entirely new form of logic--whose "theoretical and practical 
lessons" he must learn.   

Soon after acquiring the sobriquet of “Old Shatterhand,” the young man receives his first 
lesson in this entirely different form of logical thinking.  Mr. White, the foreman of another 
surveying team, visits the surveying  camp to warn of Indians: 

 
“Did you see any?”  Old Shatterhand asks. 
 
“No but their trail.  [Replies Mr. White.]  This is the time of year when the wild 
mustangs and buffalo move south.  The Indians leave their villages to hunt.11 

 

All that Mr. White actually saw were some indentations on the ground.  But in the logic 
of the West, he did not simply see the bare fact of indentations on the ground.  Rather, he 
recognized the indentations as clues from which he could make inferences.  "This is the time of 
year when the mustangs and buffalo move south.  The Indians leave their villages to hunt."  Mr. 
White goes behind the indentations on the ground to tell a story of how they got there and what 
they mean.  From the bare facts he begins to make inferences first backward and then forward.  
In Mr. White's logic, this leads to a further inference that the Indians might see the surveying 
team.  Thus the bare footprints told a story not only of what the Indians were doing in the past, 
but what they were doing now, and led to inferences about what they may do in the future.  This 
is the essence of abductive logic, and why it is so important to science; by reading the clues 
backward, one can also predict future events. 

Some time later Old Shatterhand is out on the plains with Sam Hawkens and gets his first 
chance to learn to reason backward from the minutest sign.  The following exchange between 
Old Shatterhand and Sam Hawkens illustrates the first lesson in the chain of abductive reasoning 
that Old Shatterhand must master to become a “Man of the West”: 
 

"Shortly before we set out to return to camp, I bent down to scoop up some water 
to drink.  Through the crystal liquid on the ground, I saw a shallow impression in 
the sand which seemed to have been made by a foot.  I called Sam’s attention to 
it. 
 
“Mr. White was right when he warned us about Indians.” [replied Sam.] 
 
“Sam, do you think this was made by an Indian?” 
 
“Yes.”  … 
 
“When do you suppose the Indian was here?” 

                                                             
11 Ibid., p. 34. 
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“Perhaps two days ago.  We could see his tracks here in the grass if it hadn’t stood 
up again in the meantime.” 
 

This is exactly what a detective does.  He sees something, and looks around for clues at 
the scene that will tell him more about it; in this case, the condition of the grass.  Next Sam takes 
a jump of logic.  Old Shatterhand asks, “Was he a scout?”12 Sam replies: “He was probably 
looking for buffalo.  Since the tribes in this area are at peace with each other right now, he 
cannot have been looking for enemies.”13 This is a jump in logic because Sam not only infers 
from a single indentation at the bottom of a puddle that the Indian was not only a scout, but that 
he was looking for buffalo. 

This, of course, is not a logically deducible conclusion.  From the footprint in the sand, 
there is no way that Sam could deduce that the Indians were at peace.  This information came 
from outside the premise (the fact of the footprint).  It is only an abductive hypothesis---a war 
between tribes could have begun that Sam had not heard about yet, or a war could be just about 
to begin. But abductive logic, the logic Sam is teaching, runs not on airtight deductive 
syllogisms, nor on established inductions, but rather upon hypotheses, and upon one’s ability to 
make inferences (hypotheses).  Sam then demonstrates how one can build a series of inferences 
from a single clue not only to identify the footprint as that of an Indian, but also to infer the age 
and experience of the Indian who left that footprint.  Sam demonstrates this in the next sentence 
of his reply to Old Shatterhand: 
 

“The fellow was very careless and therefore probably very young.” 
 
“How so?” asks Old Shatterhand. 
 
“An experienced warrior does not step into water like this where his imprint 
remains on the shallow bottom and can be seen for some time.  Such stupidities 
are only committed by someone who is as much of an Indian greenhorn as you are 
a white one.”14 

 
This from the single indentation, Sam can even infer the age of an Indian he had never 

seen.  But Sam is not finished with his lesson.  For the important lesson is not the inference that 
Indians are near, but that buffalo will soon be seen.  He is able to reason beyond the fact of the 
Indian’s footprint to the proximity of buffalo.  This is conveyed a half an hour later as the two 
ride through a wide valley. 

 
“There they are,” [Sam] explained.  “Yes, indeed, there they are, the very first.” 
 
“Who?”  I asked. 
 

                                                             
12 Ibid., p. 35. 
13 Ibid., p. 36. 
14 Ibid. 
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Far ahead of us I saw perhaps eighteen or twenty dark, slowly moving dots. 
 
“Who?”  he repeated my question …  You should be ashamed of such a 
question.  Ah well, you are a greenhorn, and a huge one at that.  People 
like you have their eyes wide open but don’t see.”15   

 

This is an important lesson.  The experienced reasoner does not see merely what his eyes can 
sensibly perceive, he must also see what his logical mind can infer.  Sam is trying to teach Old 
Shatterhand to use his mind to see, instead of his eyes; so he first asks him to practice guessing.  
“Be so kind, dear sir, and guess what your eyes are looking at.”16  He is trying to teach Old 
Shatterhand that though his mind sees only black dots, his mind should see buffalo.  Sam is 
asking the younger man to use his reasoning powers to tell him what his eyes see.  The young 
university graduate, however, has not learned yet how to see with his mind instead of his eyes.  
He is unable yet to escape the strict force of the logic of deduction and induction that he learned 
in school.  Unable to “deduce” an answer, he wildly guesses. 
 

Guess?  Hmm. I would think that they were deer if I didn’t know that deer 
don’t form herd of more than ten.  And when I consider the distance, I’d 
have to say that although these animals look quite small from here, they 
must nonetheless be considerably larger than deer.17 

 
Sam finds the young man’s wild guess that the dots might be deer to be ludicrously 

illogical: 
 

“Deer, hehehe,” he laughed.  “Deer up here, at the sources of the Canadian 
[River]?  That’s a stroke of genius!  But the other thing you said wasn’t so 
dumb.  Yes, these animals are certainly larger, much larger, than deer.”18 

 

The young man still hasn’t “gotten it.”  The logic Sam is trying to teach him remains 
unclear.  He still trusts to his eyes instead of his mind to see.  Old Shatterhand asks, “But, my 
dear Sam, surely they aren’t buffalo?”19.  Sam then explains the new logic he is trying to teach.  
Sam is seeing with his mind, not his eyes, and he explains the inferences by which he sees the 
same “dots” as clearly buffalo: 
 

“Buffalo, of course.  They are bison, real bison, and they are on the move, the first 
I’ve seen this year.  Mr. White was right.  Bison and Indians.  We saw footprints 
left by an Indian, and here are the buffalo, large as life.  What do you say now 
…?”20 

                                                             
15 Ibid. (Emphasis added.) 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., p. 37. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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Let us reconstruct Sam's reasoning.  He has associated several facts and assumptions to 

form his abductive conclusion.  First, he saw a footprint; therefore, he inferred that the Indian 
was a scout.  Second, he postulated that the Indians are not at war; therefore, the Indian whose 
footprint they saw was scouting for buffalo.  Third, he reasoned that if the Indians were not at 
war, then the scout most have been looking for buffalo.  Therefore, the dots up ahead must be 
buffalo.  The reasoning here is identical to our example of the pile of beans beside the bag of 
beans. It is perfectly logical, but it is neither inductive nor deductive logic. 

The point of observing with one’s mind rather than with one’s eyes is further brought 
home by the exchange that follows.  In answer to Sam’s question of “What do you say now?” the 
greenhorn replies that he wants to “ride up there … and observe them.”  “Observe?  Is that all?”  
Sam asks in amazement.  “Yes,” replies Old Shatterhand, still the greenest of greenhorns, “I’ve 
never seen bison before and would like to have a closer look.”  Sam reacts in mock horror at 
such an irrational—by his logic—reaction: 

 
“Observe them, just observe them?  Like a little boy peeking through a 
crack in the rabbit hutch to listen in on the little darlings.  Oh, greenhorn, I 
will never stop marveling at you.”21 

 
Sam's next lesson is on the purpose of the new logic that he is trying to teach, which is 

neither truth nor goodness, but rather usefulness.  Old Shatterhand next rides into the buffalo 
herd and kills a bull.  When asked why he killed the giant bull rather than a cow, Old 
Shatterhand replies, “Because that was more chivalrous.”  Sam at once ridicules his pupil’s logic. 
\ 

“More chivalrous?  This greenhorn wants to play the knight!  Splendid, 
hehehe.”  Sam was laughing so hard he had to hold onto his belly.  Then, 
still laughing, he went on. “Listen to me, sir!  Forget about those foolish 
ambitions in the future.  When a real hunter does something, he doesn’t 
ask himself if it is chivalrous, but whether it’s useful.”22  

 

The lesson still is not over, however; for the young man’s former logic must be totally 
destroyed to learn the new logic.  The lesson goes on with Old Shatterhand insisting that he had 
another, better reason to kill the bull.  Trying to rescue his rationality, Old Shatterhand explains, 
“I chose the bull because it has more meat than a cow.”  Sam’s reaction is once again incredulity:  
“For a moment he [Sam Hawkens] looked at me uncomprehendingly, amazed?"  To Sam, Old 
Shatterhand’s reasoning is as ridiculous as the child who, when offered a choice between a nickel 
and a dime, chooses the nickel because it looks bigger.  Sam, therefore, has to explain to this 
university graduate the same kind of lesson one would teach a child: that one does not reason 
with one’s eyes.  To kill a bull for its meat because it was bigger was illogical, Sam sarcastically 
explains: 

 
                                                             
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., p. 44. 
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“To eat bull meat?  Aren’t you a clever fellow?   … The meat is as tough as 
leather and if you were to roast or boil it for days on end, you still wouldn’t be 
able to chew it.  There’s more proof that you are nothing but a greenhorn.”23 
 

Old Shatterhand has much to learn.  Later, he helps Sam to capture a wild mustang on the 
prairies and chooses the most desirable animal in the herd.  Sam compliments him, and Old 
Shatterhand replies, beginning to get the point:  “I should hope that I can reason as well as you, 
Sam.”24  The goal of his education is to learn to see what is before his eyes with a new logic that 
completely reorients his mind.  He finally realizes that what Sam is teaching him is not a set of 
facts to be memorized, but a new way of thinking; a new type of logic that reasons from facts 
quite differently from the deductive and inductive logic of his college textbooks. 

Soon, however, Old Shatterhand begins to show that he has learned to apply the new 
logic, i.e., the ability to reason abductively by inference and hypothesis.  The Apaches have 
declared their intention to attack the camp, and it becomes a question of how long it will be 
before the attack will come.  Sam rapidly analyzes the situation, makes several hypotheses, and 
concludes that it will take seven days—enough time to finish the surveying and leave the area 
safely.  But Old Shatterhand suggests several other hypotheses that could result in an attack 
much sooner.  “All these possibilities should be weighed and taken seriously if we want to be 
safe,” Old Shatterhand adds.  Sam is surprised that his young protege is learning so fast: 
 

Sam Hawkens closed one eye and made a surprised face.  “Good heavens, how 
clever, how wise you are!  Truly; these days the chicks are ten times smarter than 
the hens.  … But to be perfectly honest, what you say isn’t so unintelligent.  We 
have to consider all those possibilities.25 

 
Sam admits that the younger man has begun to learn the logic and reasoning that he had 

been trying to teach.  However, soon the young German is able to bring a new element into the 
reasoning.  The two are following the Apaches and find that the number of hypotheses about 
their quarry has grown too large.  The possibilities that the Apaches will ambush their pursuers 
or that they will make haste to return to their camp are among the several dangers the two face. 

At this point the younger man surprises Sam again, this time by drawing on knowledge 
he has learned from books to suggest a likely hypothesis.  Old Shatterhand insists that the 
Apaches will not wait to ambush them on the basis of what he knows about Apache customs.  
Old Shatterhand concludes his inferences with a reference to knowledge he has that comes from 
outside the facts they have been discussing.   

“Judging by what I know about them,” the younger man concludes, “that’s what we 
should expect.”  Sam is surprised at the intrusion into his thought process of such knowledge.  
He responds:  “Judging by what you know?  So you were born among the Apaches?”  Old 
Shatterhand at once dismisses Sam’s ridicule.  “Nonsense.  No one is saying that.”  But Sam 
persists in finding the basis of the younger man’s logic.  “How else would you know about 

                                                             
23 Ibid., p. 44. 
24 Ibid., p. 59. 
25 Ibid., p. 96. 
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them?” he asks.  Here the young university graduate begins to turn the tables on his mentor.  He 
replies:  “From the books you have no use for.”26 

With this reply, Old Shatterhand shows that he has now learned to bring other knowledge 
into the hypothesis that was not in the premises, as Sam had done earlier with the fact that the 
Indians were not at war.  The young German shows that he has begun to apply his reasoning 
powers not only to the facts seen by his eyes, but in a new way to the facts he has previously 
stored in his mind.  These facts are no longer “dead” facts, memorized and simply stored in the 
mind at random.  Rather, Old Shatterhand begins to draw on his prior reading and store of facts 
as usable information.  Karl May’s character is here illustrating the lesson in logical reading that 
was Sherlock Holmes' secret. “You see,” Holmes explained to Watson, 

 
“I consider 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 successful 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 you knew 
before.  It is of the highest importance, therefore, not to have useless facts 
elbowing out the useful ones.”27 

Watson summarizes Holmes’ approach to reading: “He said that he would acquire no knowledge 
which did not bear upon his object. Therefore all the knowledge which he possessed was such as 
would be useful to him.”  This is exactly what Sam is trying to teach, and Old Shattrerhand is 
beginning to get the point. 

Old Shatterhand is applying the logic not only to the facts and clues that both he and Sam 
have seen with their eyes, but his mind is also ranging over all the knowledge stored in his mind, 
culling from it what was useful.  Suddenly, Old Shatterhand realizes that the knowledge that Mr. 
Henry was so down on him for back in St. Louis was not about the knowledge itself, but about 
his ability to reason from it.  This knowledge can be reworked into the new logic and so become 
as useful as the tracks on the trail in front of them to build useful hypotheses. 

When Old Shatterhand replied that he knew what the Apaches would do based upon what 
he had learned in books, Sam was taken aback.  This was a new element to Sam--a new source of 
logical inferences with which he was unfamiliar.  Old Shatterhand describes his mentor’s 
surprise and confusion at this new element brought into the logic:  “He didn’t tell me whether he 
agreed.  But when he glanced at me occasionally, there was a slight trembling in his beard.  That 
was always a sign that he had difficulty digesting something.”28 

                                                             
26 Ibid., p. 107.  
27 A Study in Scarlet.   
28 Winnetou, p. 107. 
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But Sam has to admit that Old Shatterhand has offered a better hypothesis, and so they 
act upon it, even though Sam does not yet fully understand its source.  However, soon Sam puts 
it in the back of his mind.  He still has much more to teach.  Old Shatterhand recounts: 
 

Now Sam Hawkens believed that the time had come to resume his role as 
teacher.  He told me how it was possible to infer from the appearance of 
the tracks whether the men had been riding at a walking pace, trotting, or 
galloping.29 

Abductive logic is the logic based on inferences, and Old Shatterhand is learning it 
quickly.  Soon the Apaches whom they are following do something that seems strange to Sam.  
Once again the younger man is able to show Sam that he can see not only with his eyes, but with 
his mind, by bringing in facts that he had long ago learned from books.  By utilizing book 
learning to make hypotheses, the young protégé again reverses their roles.  The two Apaches, 
carrying with them the dead body of a warrior for proper burial back at their village, had stopped 
to cut oak rods and strip them of their branches.  Sam is puzzled and the following exchange 
takes place: 

 
“I wonder what they did with those poles?”  Sam asked, looking at me like 
a schoolmaster. 
 
“They constructed a stretcher or conveyance of some sort for the body,” I 
answered calmly. 
 
“How do you know?”  
 
“I just know.” 
 
“How?”   
 
I was waiting for something like this.  "To keep the body propped up for 
such a long time wasn’t easy.  So I assumed that at their first stopping 
place, they’d do something about it.” 
 
“Not bad.  Does one find that sort of information in your books too, sir?” 
 
“Not that specifically, or about this particular situation.  It depends on how 
you read such books.  One can learn a great deal and apply it to similar 
situations.30   
 

The lesson here is that one needs to learn a new logic to make book learning useful on the 
plains, and Sam begins to recognize its value.  “Hmm, strange,” Sam muses: “Perhaps the 

                                                             
29 Ibid., pp. 107-108. (Emphasis added.) 
30 Ibid., pp. 108-109. (Emphasis added.) Note Sam’s interesting assumption (inference) that the logic he is teaching 
could only have been learned if the book writers had been in the American West. 
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fellows who write that sort of thing were in the West after all.  In any event, I agree with you. 
Let’s make sure we are right.31 

The next incident involves the young German showing that he has mastered Sam’s logic. 
The Apaches they are following have been traveling side by side, but had now begin to travel in 
single file.  Old Shatterhand notices this and thinks it strange--the first requirement for forming a 
hypothesis in abductive logic.  Sam does not see this as strange, but his protégé insists, “There 
must be a reason," Old Shatterhand observes, "for there is room for two horses running side by 
side.”  Therefore, in strict abductive fashion, he begins to search for a hypothesis to explain the 
change in their riding.  “I was wondering why the Apaches should have proceeded in single file 
and after some time I felt I had the answer.  I told my companion.”32  Old Shatterhand's next 
words are a throwback to the words of admonishment Sam had earlier used:  “Sam, use your 
eyes.”  Here he means not Sam’s physical eyes, but the eyes of logic, as the conversation clearly 
shows: 
 

“Sam, use your eyes.  It’s possible [i.e.,a plausible hypothesis] that these 
tracks will change in a way we were not meant to notice.” 
 
“Why should they change?”  He looked surprised. 
 
“They made the travois not only to proceed more easily, but also to 
separate inconspicuously.” 
 
“What are you saying?  Separate?  They wouldn’t dream of it, hehehe,”  
 
“They might not dream of it but they came to that decision fully awake.”  
 
“Then tell me where you get this idea.  I can see that your books really 
mislead you this time.” 
 
“It’s not something I have read, I have figured it out myself, but only 
because I read those books very attentively and really pondered them.” 33 

This is important, for it means that the younger man has now learned how to think 
logically and can now not only apply that logic to what Sam is showing him, but can bring in a 
much larger basis of knowledge—now seen as no longer “worthless,” but as a an additional 
source of hypotheses—to infer what the Apaches will do next.  Old Shatterhand continues the 
conversation.  It is an excellent exchange regarding the role of abductive logic: 

 
“Up to now you were the teacher.  Now it’s my turn to ask you a 
question,”  
 
“I bet it’ll be a bright one.  I am curious to hear it,”  
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“Why do Indians usually ride single file?  Surely not because it’s more 
convenient or more companionable.” 
 
“No, they do it so that the one who discovers their tracks cannot tell how 
many they were.” 
 
“There you are!  And I think that also applies here.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“What other reason could there be for the two to ride single file?  There’s 
certainly enough room here.”34 
 

But Sam Hawkens dismisses Old Shatterhand’s logic, by first claiming that there was no 
purpose to the change in the Indians’ riding order; i.e., that he did not see anything strange in it, 
and, therefore, there was no need for a hypothesis to explain it.  But then Sam has second 
thoughts, and he adds a different hypothesis to explain the change. This results in the following 
exchange: 
 

“They did it without thinking or, perhaps more accurately because of the 
dead man.  One rides ahead to point the way.  The horse with the corpse 
on it next, and that is followed by the second man who sees to it that the 
travoy [sic., travois] doesn’t come apart and that the body doesn’t slide 
off.” 
 
“Perhaps.  But I keep thinking that they are in a hurry to attack us.  
Moving the dead man is too slow.  Soon one of them hurries ahead to 
inform the Apache warriors more quickly.” 
 
“That’s just your imagination.  I tell you that it would not occur.”35 

 

This latter comment is a critical signal of the presence of abductive logic.  The nature of 
abduction is precisely an active imagination that can imagine all possibilities.  Sam’s dismissal 
of the young man’s hypothesis is accepted for the moment, but the young man keeps thinking 
about it.  

There was no reason for me to argue with him.  I could be wrong, indeed I 
probably was, since he was an experienced scout and I a greenhorn.  So I 
said nothing further, but paid close attention to the ground and the tracks.36  
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They soon come to a dry riverbed.  Here tracks cannot be seen easily on the dry stones.  
The young man reasons, “If I had been correct before [in my hypothesis], this was the most 
suitable place for one of the two to have taken a different direction.”37  He, therefore, closely 
examines the riverbed looking for clues, just as Sherlock Holmes might do..  He admits he is not 
an expert yet, but he sees an indentation in the sand that might be a hoof print.  He records the 
reasoning that leads him to discover the Apache’s plan: 

 
I was riding close behind Sam Hawkens.  I had almost reached the far side 
[of the riverbed] when I noticed in a layer of sand at precisely the point 
where it bordered the rocks a round depression with sunken edges.  It had 
about the diameter of a large coffee cup.  At that time, I did not have the 
reliable eye, the keen perception, and the experience I acquired in later 
years.  I had to make guesses where later I could prove my assumptions, 
and that was that this slight depression had been caused by a horse’s hoof 
that had slipped from the higher rocks into the lower lying sand.38  

 

Old Shatterhand calls Sam over to look at the depression in the sand.  “Sam’s small eyes 
seemed to retreat into their sockets and his crafty face lengthened.  ‘Hoof prints,’ he said in 
surprise.”39  Old Shatterhand’s “prediction” had been confirmed.   But Sam is awed by his 
protégé’s power of reasoning and he keeps asking about the logic that Old Shatterhand had used.  
The younger man makes the following attempt to explain it. 
 

“What gave you the idea that that single trail would lead out of the 
riverbed there?” [Sam asks.] 
 
“I found a horse’s hoof print down there in the sand and inferred the rest.” 
 
* * * 
 
“I have to admit that you were right.  But why?  I can’t explain it.” 
 
“Because I thought and inferred logically.   To draw correct conclusions 
is very important.”40  
 

The terminology here is the language of abductive logic.  The pupil has now surpassed 
his teacher, and, in fact, has gone so far beyond him that Sam cannot keep up.  “I don’t 
understand that.  It’s too difficult for me,” admits Sam.41  Sam also makes another admission to 
his younger protégé—one that acknowledges that books can be a source of clues, outside of the 
immediate data (i.e., a hoof print), from which to make hypotheses and draw inferences.  “And 
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as for the books—I see now that they aren’t as useless as I thought at first.  There is a lot to be 
learned from them.”42  

Old Shatterhand and Sam now begin a series of exciting adventures, first fighting the 
Apaches and then being captured.  On each occasion, Old Shatterhand faces new challenges for 
which he has no prior experience to draw upon, but trusts in his new found logical skills to find a 
way to win through.  In one of the more exciting escapades, he accepts a challenge to a knife 
fight to the death with the Kiowa tribe’s most famous knife-fighter, Metan-akva, whose name 
means “Lightening Knife.”  The young German had never engaged in a knife fight before in his 
life, but he was utterly convinced that he could win it by the use of logic. 

Such fights always begin among the Indians with an exchange of threats and insults.  Old 
Shatterhand listens carefully to the words of this opening exchange in order to see if he can catch 
any clues and draw any inferences form which he can win the fight.   In the exchange of insults, 
the Indian, a giant Goliath of a man, roars at the small young German who has accepted the 
challenge:  “This stinking coyote dares insult Metan-akva.  Well, then, the vultures shall devour 
his entrails.”43  This is precisely the clue that Old Shatterhand needs to win the fight.  He infers 
that Metan-akva will attack him from below—with a knife thrust at his stomach.  Sure enough, 
the Indian enters the circle holding his knife with the blade in his hand to thrust upward.  Old 
Shatterhand describes the logic by which he wins against this most experienced foe: 

 
"We were standing so close that we could reach each other with our knives 
by leaning slightly forward.  His right arm was hanging straight down.  He 
was holding his knife in such a way that the handle rested against his small 
finger and the blade stuck out between thumb and index finger.  The 
cutting edge was turned up.  I had guessed correctly.  He was going to 
slash upward, for if one wants to slash downward, one must hold the knife 
so that the end of the handle rests against the trunk and the blade protrudes 
along the little finger.  So I knew the direction of his attack.  What counted 
now was the split-second timing.  Everyone has seen the curious quiver in 
the pupil before a sudden decision.  I lowered my eyelids to make my 
opponent feel secure but observed him all the more carefully through my 
eyelids. … A lightning dilation of his pupil warned me and the next 
second, he thrust his arm powerfully forward and upward to slit my 
abdomen.  Had I expected the knife to strike from above, that would have 
been the end of me.  As it was, I could easily deflect his attack by rapidly 
thrusting my blade downward out slitting his forearm.44  

 

Metan-akva was so surprised by Old Shatterhand’s wounding him, that he stood up, and 
the young German plunged his blade into his heart, thus winning the fight in two quick moves.  
He did this, not by any special physical skill, but solely by his skill in abductive logic.  The 
Indians immediately feared that he must have supernatural powers:  “You are a white son of the 
Evil Spirit,” the chief accuses him.  “Our medicine man will strip you of your magic.”45 This is 
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the same thing Sherlock Holmes was often accused of when he employed his amazing powers of 
reading clues. 

Next, Sam and Old Shatterhand are captured by the Apaches, who condemn them to 
death, even though Winnetou loves and admires the young German.  All seems to be lost, but 
Old Shatterhand has no doubt that he can logically find a way to overcome any situation.  He 
tells Sam,  “A tiny amount of cunning is worth more than large amount of physical strength.”46 
Old Shatterhand’s logic once again triumphs over impossible circumstances.  As a result, he and 
Sam are not killed, but welcomed as the noblest of warriors.  Winnetou offers to become his 
blood brother.  From this point on, it is clear that Sam will be replaced as the young German’s 
teacher by Winnetou.  In turning his protégé over to Winnetou, Sam describes Old Shatterhand’s 
growth in learning the logic of a “Man of the West” in an eloquent speech that stresses Old 
Shatterhand's growth in logical reasoning, the very thing Sam had been trying to teach: 

 
Who and what were you when we first met you in St. Louis?  A tutor who 
had to pound the alphabet and arithmetic into the heads of his pupils.  And 
you would have remained an unfortunate wretch, had we not adopted you.  
… We pulled you away from that miserable multiplication table and 
dragged you into the savanna.  … We watched over you like a tender 
mother over her smallest child, or a hen over its chicks.  Among us you 
gradually became rational.  We trained your mind.47  

 
Old Shatterhand is now ready to progress to a higher level.  The training to achieve the 

next level is provided by Winnetou.  Winnetou takes him out into the plains to teach every form 
of logic, from tracking to concealment, to reading the smallest sign, to looking for the smallest 
clue.  After Winnetou teaches Old Shatterhand all he knows of the logic of the plains, he 
prepares one final test for his blood brother, one he does not yet believe the young German can 
pass.  He devises what he considers the hardest task possible: to find someone not by following 
tracks and having an acute eye, but by logically following a track wholly with the power of the 
mind.  He instructs Old Shatterhand to follow the tracks of Nsho-tschi, his sister.  But he 
arranges for her tracks to disappear.  “He learned everything quickly,” explains Winnetou to 
Nsho-tschi, but “today I gave him the hardest task possible.  His eye will find every track.  But 
yours can only be found by thought, and he hasn’t learned that yet.”48  

 But the young German proves that he can find Nsho-tschi, even though there are no 
physical tracks for the eye to see.  He is able to follow tracks solely by hypothesis and inference.  
He proves that he has become a totally proficient, acute logical reasoner.  When Old Shatterhand 
finds Nsho-tschi, Winnetou happily congratulates him:  “Old Shatterhand can read someone’s 
track not only with his eyes, but also with his mind," and adds, "There is almost nothing left for 
him to learn.”49  

Winnetou and Old Shatterhand go on to have many adventures together.  They become so 
well attuned that they can read not only the slightest changes of mood, but can read each other’s 

                                                             
46 Ibid., p. 232. 
47 Ibid., p. 283. (Emphasis added.) 
48 Ibid., p. 287.  
49 Ibid., p. 291. 
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minds.  Indeed, Old Shatterhand even surpasses that.  He insists to Winnetou that one could read 
not only the mind of someone you knew, but also that “you could anticipate what people you’ve 
never seen are going to do.”  The young German explains: 
 

“I’ve spend a lot of time among the Indians, so I know how they act.  Do 
you know the best way to predict what someone is going to do?” 
 
“Tell me,” [says Winnetou.] 
 
“You put yourself in their shoes, and take their character into account.50 

 
At the end of Winnetou III., Old Shatterhand sums up the most significant attribute of the 

ideal "Man of the West": "All of us were men who had learned to make correct inferences from 
the most insignificant mark or sign." In this pithy statement, Karl May summarizes the 
distinctive form of logic that forms the underlying theme of the entire novel: Old Shatterhand's 
mental growth from a "greenhorn" to one who could reason from the smallest clue--"from the 
most insignificant mark or sign."    

There is a huge amount more I could explain about abductive logic and illustrate by 
examples from Winneotou and the other novels by Karl May.  However, I hope I have shown 
enough to establish that Old Shatterhand's growth in the understanding and application of 
abductive logic does constitute the sum and substance of the learning process he undergoes in 
growing from a greenhorn to becoming a real "Man of the West,"  Further, I hope I have 
sufficiently elucidated how the learning of a new form of logic constitutes the structural theme of 
the novel.   

Nevertheless, before I leave this point, I would like to offer one more proof of this.  
Almost all scholars agree that the earliest and one of the clearest examples of abductive logic in 
Western literature is the passage from Voltaire's Zadig, which is attached as Appendix A.  I have 
also attached as Appendix B a passage from Winnetou.  I think the reader will be able to see for 
himself or herself the striking similarity of the method and logic illustrated in both. 

IV.  

The Relation of Sherlock Holmes and Karl May 

 

In 1983, Umberto Eco and Thomas Sebeok published The sign of Three: Dupin, Holmes, 
Peirce.  That work is a collection of essays by scholars around the world designed to show that 
the underlying theme of the Sherlock Holmes stories (and the three short stories of Edgar Allan 
Poe in which he inaugurated the genre of literature known as the detective mystery), are 
explained by Charles Sanders Peirce. It is abductive logic that explains the seemingly miraculous 
feats of detection that characterizes these stories, and accounts for the near-godlike characters 
who are their heroes. Although Sherlock Holmes has been recognized as the "Master of 

                                                             
50 Ibid., p. 599. 
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Abductive Logic" ever since K. T. Fann's groundbreaking book in 1970, this work explains in 
detail exactly how abduction enables Holmes (and Dupin) to solve their cases. 

It is my contention that the Sign of Three should be amended to include Karl May.  Hence 
the title of this paper. For Karl May's Winnetou is as much about the application of abductive 
logic as the Sherlock Holmes and Dupin stories. 

It is further my contention that the prominence of these two authors, and the enduring 
popularity of the characters they created—Holmes and Watson in the case of Doyle, and old 
Shatterhand and Winnetou in the case of May—is largely due to the brilliant exposition of 
abductive logic in their respective works.  I invite you to consider some strange facts that suggest 
some strong inferences to support these contentions:  

First, the major works that brought these two authors immediate fame and fortune 
appeared at or near the same time: Doyle's A Study in Scarlet in 1887, and May's Winnetou in 
1893.  This was at the same time that Peirce was working on the discovery of a new form of 
logic that he felt had burst upon the world in the nineteenth century with the amazing discoveries 
of science.  Was this merely a coincidence?  Or were these events related?  Did Conan Doyle and 
Karl May both  sense a new development in men's minds that they gave expression to in literary 
form?   

Second, the Sherlock Holmes stories and Karl May's stories occupy a unique place in 
literary history. There is almost universal agreement among scholars and literary critics that 
neither Doyle nor May created "great literature." Nonetheless, the fact is that the literary 
characters created by these two authors are the most popular, beloved and enduring characters in 
all of modern literature. Sherlock Holmes and Old Shatterhand are names known by every 
schoolboy. There are no other modern authors—no matter how "great" their stories are as 
literature—who have created fictional characters that match the enduring popularity of Old 
Shatterhand or Sherlock Holmes.  If May's and Doyle's stories are not great literature, how does 
one account for their enduring popularity? I suggest that the secret lies in the logic portrayed in 
the stories. 

Third, despite the fact that they are not great literature, the stories of Doyle and May 
attract the continuing attention of readers more than any other modern author.  The Baker Street 
Irregulars and the loose collection of 274 Sherlock Holmes societies listed on the internet 
constitute by far the largest literary society in the world, followed closely by the Karl May 
Gesellshaft with almost three thousand dues-paying members. Meetings, gatherings, and 
symposia (such as the one at which this paper is being presented) attract scholars and serious 
aficionados from around the world.  The amount of interest in these two authors is greater than 
that of any other author.  Does this not suggest that they may have something in common?  Once 
again, I suggest it is the logic. 

I, therefore, venture two hypotheses to resolve the strangeness of these facts.  First, that 
May and Doyle do have something very much in common; in other words, that there is a reason 
why these two authors and the characters they created have struck the imagination more deeply 
than any others, and have maintained their popularity as the two most beloved and enduring 
authors for over a century.  The second hypothesis I offer is that the reason for this is that the 
characters created by both authors exemplify in its most classic form the new logic that emerged 
in the nineteenth century and has become the dominant logic of our time, namely, abductive 
logic. 
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Summary 
 

In this paper I have sought to make four points.  First, that there was a new form of logic, 
discovered by Charles Sanders Peirce at the same time that Karl May and Conan Doyle were 
writing the most popular, beloved and enduring works of the twentieth century.  Second, because 
that logic, abductive logic, is not widely known yet, I have attempted to give a brief introduction 
to it.  Third, I have tried to establish that this logic constitutes the underlying theme and motif of 
Winnetou.  Fourth, I have shown, through the work of Umberto Eco and Thomas Sebeok, that 
abductive logic is the underlying theme and motif of the Sherlock Holmes stories.  Finally, I 
have suggested three abductive hypotheses to consider in light of what I have presented.  These 
are: First, that the enjoyment of Karl May's stories may be considerably enhanced by a 
knowledge of the logic that informs them. Second, I suggest that the classic presentation of 
abductive logic in both May's and Doyle's stories may explain the anomaly of why both May's 
and Doyle's stories and fictional characters remain so popular, beloved and enduring—despite 
the fact that they are not great literature—for more than a century.  Finally, I suggest that the 
Karl May Gesellschaft has much more in common with the Sherlock Holmes societies than has 
been previously imagined. 

©Copyright, 2000, Ben Novak 

 
 

APPENDIX A 

ZADIG 

Background 

“Zadig” is the fictional story of a young man who lived “once upon a time” in ancient 
Babylon.  After several Voltaire-esque incidents (in one of which his wife conspires to cut off his 
nose), Zadig leaves his wife, quits the city, and retreats to a house in the country where “he seeks 
his happiness in the study of nature.”51  The significance of the story lies in only three pages of 
that story in which a new method of reasoning about nature—in other words, a new logic—is 
described.  Zadig does not study nature in the usual way.  He does not calculate, measure or 
classify.  Nor does he conduct experiments.  He does not study how to grow anything, nor how 
to make anything.  Indeed, he does not apply himself to any apparently useful activity at all.  
Rather, he engages in a patient but very different kind of observation whose sole purpose is to 
discover a way of reasoning “which revealed to him a thousand differences where other men see 
nothing.”52  While such study seemed to have no useful purpose in any sense previously known, 
it bestowed upon the young man an extraordinary ability, which he displayed in the following 

                                                             
51 Voltaire, Candide, Zadig and Other Stories, ed. by Donald Frame (New York, 1961), p. 109.  The story of Zadig 
appears on pages 102-170 of this book, and shall hereafter be cited simply as Zadig. 
52 Zadig,  p. 109. 
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incidents related in the story, which has since become known as the earliest, and one of the 
clearest, examples of abductive logic: 

 
One day, walking near a little wood, he saw one of the Queen’s eunuchs 
running up to him, followed by several officers who appeared greatly 
worried and who were running hither and thither like distracted men 
looking for their most precious possession, which they have lost. 
 
“Young man,” said the chief eunuch to him, “haven’t you seen the 
Queen’s dog?” 
 
Zadig answered modestly:  “It’s a bitch, not a dog.” 
 
“You are right,” returned the chief eunuch. 
 
“It’s a very small spaniel,” added Zadig.  “She has recently had puppies, 
she is lame in the left forefoot, and she has very long ears.” 
 
“Then you have seen her,” said the chief eunuch, quite out of breath. 
 
“No,” replied Zadig, “I have never seen her, and I never knew the Queen 
had a bitch.” 
 
At precisely the same time, by an ordinary freak of fortune, the finest 
horse in the King’s stable had escaped from the hands of a groom into the 
plains of Babylon.  The chief huntsman and all the other officers were 
running after him with as much anxiety as the chief eunuch after the bitch.  
The chief huntsman addressed Zadig and asked him if he had not seen the 
King’s horse go past. 
 
“He is the horse that gallops best,” said Zadig.  “He is five feet high and 
has a very small huff; his tail is three and a half feet long; the studs on his 
bit are of twenty-three carat gold, his shoes of eleven-pennyweight silver.” 
 
“What road did he take?  Where is he?”  asked the chief huntsman. 
 
“I haven’t seen him, said Zadig, “and I have never heard of him.” 
The chief huntsman and the chief eunuch had no doubt that Zadig had 
stolen the King’s horse and the Queen’s bitch; they had him brought 
before the Assembly of the Grand Desterham, which condemned him to 
the knout and to spend the rest of his days in Siberia.  Scarcely was the 
judgement rendered when the horse and the bitch were found.  The judges 
were in the painful necessity of reversing their decision.  But they 
condemned Zadig to pay four hundred ounces of gold for having said he 
had not seen what he had seen; first he had to pay this fine; after which 
Zadig was permitted to plead his cause before the Council of the Grand 
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Desterham.  He spoke in these terms: 
 
“Stars of justice, abysses of knowledge, mirrors of truth, you who have the 
weightiness of lead, the hardness of iron, the brilliance of the diamond, 
and much affinity with gold: since I am allowed to speak before this 
august assembly, I swear to you by Ormuzd that I have never seen the 
respectable bitch of the Queen or the sacred hose of the King of kings.  
Here is what happened to me. 
 
“I was walking toward the little wood where I later met the venerable 
eunuch and the most illustrious chief huntsman.  I saw on the sand the 
tracks of an animal, and I easily judged that they were those of a little dog.  
Long shallow furrows imprinted on little rises in the sand between the 
tracks of the paws informed me that it was a bitch whose dugs were 
hanging down, and that therefore she had had puppies a few days before.  
Other traces in a different direction, which seemed to have always 
skimmed the surface of the sand beside the forepaws, taught me that she 
had very long ears; and since I noticed that the sand was always less 
furrowed by one paw than by the three others, I understood that the bitch 
of our august Queen was a little lame, if I may venture to say so. 
 
“As regards the horse of the King of kings, you shall know that while 
walking along the roads of this wood I perceived the marks of horseshoes, 
all equal distances apart.  ‘There,’ I said, ‘is a horse with a perfect gallop.’  
The dust on the trees, along this narrow road only seven feet wide, was 
brushed off a little right and left three and a half feet from the middle of 
the road.  ‘This horse,” I said, has a three and a half foot tail, which by its 
movements right and left has swept off this dust.’  I saw beneath the trees, 
which formed a bower five feet high, leaves newly fallen from the 
branches; and I knew that this horse had touched them, and that thus he 
was five feet high.  As for his bit, it must be of twenty-three carat gold, for 
he rubbed the studs on it against a stone which I recognized as a 
touchstone and which I tested.  Lastly I judged by the marks his shoes left 
on another kind of pebbles that he was shod with eleven-pennyweight 
silver.” 
 
All the judges marveled at Zadig’s profound and subtle discernment; the 
news of it came even to the King, and to the Queen.  The talk was of 
nothing but Zadig in the ante-chambers, the chamber, and the cabinet; and 
although several magi opined that he should be burned as a sorcerer, the 
King ordered that the fine of four hundred ounces of gold, to which he had 
been condemned, be returned to him.  The clerk of the court, the ushers, 
the attorneys came to his house in grand apparel to bring him back his four 
hundred ounces; they retained only three hundred and ninety-eight of them 
for the costs of justice; and their valets asked for honoraria.53 

                                                             
53 Zadig, pp. 109-111. 
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Thomas Henry Huxley described the amazing results that can be obtained by the 

application of the new type of logic exemplified by this passage, which has been identified as 
abductive logic: 

 
From freshly broken twigs, crushed leaves, disturbed pebbles, and 
imprints hardly discernable by the untrained eye, such graduates of the 
University of Nature will divine not only that a party has passed this way, 
but its strength, its composition, the course it took, and the number of 
hours or days which have elapsed since it passed.  But they were able to 
do this because, like Zadig, they perceive endless minute differences 
where untrained eyes discern nothing.54 
   
   

APPENDIX B 

AN EXCERPT FROM WINNETOU 

Background 

 

After many adventures with Winnetou, Old Shatterhand leaves the Wild West to return to 
the Old World.  However, he soon experiences “that restlessness which time and again seizes the 
plainsman unexpectedly and peremptorily called me once again.”55 Upon his return, he purchases 
a new set of clothes and a new set of boots. On the train he meets a man who, though “chubby,” 
is obviously a “Man of the West.” His travelling companion does not recognize Old Shatterhand, 
and takes him to be an inexperienced city slicker in his new clothes and boots.  

A thousand kilometers west of Omaha, the train screeches to a stop. Outlaws have torn up 
the tracks and derailed the train that had preceded them in order to rob it. Old Shatterhand and 
his companion both alight to survey the scene of the outlaws’ attack. In the following passage, 
Old Shatterhand demonstrates, to the amazement of his traveling companion, the same logical 
skills that Zadig had demonstrated to the amazement of the judges and King of Babylon: 

Excerpt from Chapter V of Volume II of Winnetou, entitled "A Train is Derailed" 
(Michael Shaw translation) 

 
While the passengers were still pointlessly digging about in the debris, I 
thought it best to look for the tracks of the outlaws.  The terrain was an 
open, grass-covered area with occasional bushes.  I walked back some 
distance along the rails and then turned right, describing a half circle 
around the scene of the disaster.  If I was reasonably attentive, I would not 
miss anything.   

                                                             
54 Thomas Henry Huxley, op. cit.,  p. 142. 
55 Winnetou, p. 574. 
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About some three hundred paces away, the grass had been trampled.  A 
fairly large number of men had been sitting here, and clearly visible prints 
led me to the place whether the horses had been tethered.  I examined this 
spot carefully to determine their number and condition.  Then I continued 
my investigation. 
 
Along the rails, I ran into my companion.  He had had the same idea and 
looked over the area to the left of the site.  He was somewhat taken aback 
when he saw me, and asked, 
 
“You here, sir?  What are you doing?” 
 
“What every man of the West would do in this sort of situation.  I am 
looking for tracks.” 
 
“Yes, yes, and a lot you’ll find.  They were clever enough to conceal them.  
I didn’t see a thing.  So what would a greenhorn like you come up with?” 
 
“Perhaps the greenhorn has better eyes, sir,” I said with a smile.  “Why are 
you looking here on the left?  You claim to know the savanna, and yet you 
failed to observe that the terrain here on the right is much better suited for 
camping and concealment than it is over on the left where there are almost 
no bushes.” 
 
Visibly startled, he looked me in the face. 
 
“Not bad.  It seems that even a writer sometimes has the right idea.  Did 
you notice anything?” 
 
“Yes.  They camped back there, behind those tall wild cherry bushes and 
the horses stood by the hazel.” 
 
“Ah.  I’ll have to go and look.  I don’t believe you know enough to tell 
how many animals there were.” 
 
“Twenty-six.” 
 
Again, he was surprised. 
 
“Twenty-six,” he repeated incredulously.  “How can you tell?” 
 
“Not by looking at the clouds, certainly, but from the ground,” I laughed.  
“Eight of those twenty-six horses were shod, the others weren’t.  And 
twenty-three of the horsemen were whites, the other three Indians.  The 
leader of the gang is a white man with a lame right foot.  I think his horse 
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is a sorrel.  But the Indian chief with him either rides a black or a brown 
horse, and I should say he’s an Oglala Sioux.” 
 
The face of my chubby friend defied description.  With mouth agape, he 
looked at me as if I were a ghost. 
 
“What the devil!  You must be dreaming!” 
 
“Look for yourself,” I answered dryly. 
 
“But how can you possibly know how many whites or how many Indians 
there were?  And how can you tell which horse was brown or black, which 
rider limped, and what tribe the redskins belonged to?” 
 
“I suggested that you go look for yourself.  Then you’ll see whose eyes are 
better, the greenhorn’s or yours.” 
 
“How could a greenhorn possibly figure out who those scoundrels were?” 
 
And with a laugh, he dashed off to the place I had pointed out while I 
followed slowly. 
 
When I reached him, he was so intent on examining the ground that he 
paid no attention to me.  Only after he had looked over the surrounding 
area for some ten minutes did he come up to me and say, 
 
“It’s true!  You’re right!  Twenty-six horses were here, and eighteen of 
them weren’t shod.  But the rest is nonsense, pure and simple nonsense.  
They camped here and rode off in that direction.  That’s all one can tell.” 
 
“Then come with me.  I’ll show you the sort of nonsense a greenhorn 
discovers.” 
 
“I’m really curious.” 
 
“Look more closely at the hoofprints.  Three horses were kept off to one 
side and from the way they were tethered, you can tell they were Indian.” 
 
The chubby fellow bent down to measure the distance between the prints.  
The grassy soil was damp, and a trained eye could still make them out 
fairly well. 
 
“By Jove, you’re right,” he said with amazement.   
 
“They were Indian nags.” 
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“Now come along to that little puddle.  Here, the redskins washed their 
faces and then repainted them.  The paint was ground with grease.  Do you 
see those small, ring-shaped impressions in the soft soil?  That’s where the 
paint containers stood.  It has been warm, so the paint became thin and 
dripped.  Do you see a black, a red, and two blue drops there, sir?” 
 
“It’s really true.” 
 
“And isn’t black-red-blue the war paint of the Oglala?” 
 
He merely nodded.  There was a look of deep thought, even mistrust in his 
face.  I didn’t concern myself with that but went on, 
 
“Now!  When the gang arrived here, it stopped next to that muddy puddle.  
That’s apparent from the hoof-prints.  Water has seeped into them.  Only 
two rode on, probably the leaders.  They were first going to reconnoiter 
while the rest remained behind.  Do you see the trail here in the swampy 
soil?  One of the horses was shod; the other wasn’t.  Its hind legs sank 
down deeper than its forelegs.  So an Indian must have been riding it.  But 
the other man is white, for his horse was shod and its prints show the 
reverse pattern.  Surely you know the difference between the way a red 
man and a white man sit in the saddle?” 
 
“Sir,” he said.  “I am beginning to believe you have …” 
 
“All right,” I interrupted him.  “Now look carefully!  Six steps away from 
here, the horses bit each other.  Only stallions do that after the long and 
strenuous ride that lay behind these people.  Do you understand?” 
 
“But what tells you that they bit each other?” 
 
“First, the position of the prints.  The Indian horse jumped against the 
other one.  You’ll admit that much.  And then, have a look at the hairs in 
my hand.  I found them a while ago when I was examining these tracks 
before you came.  Those are four hairs from the mane, of the light brown 
color which the Indian horse pulled out of the other one, and then dropped.  
But further ahead I found these two black hairs and I can tell from the 
position of the prints that the Indian horse bit the other in the mane but 
was immediately pulled back by its rider, and then driven forward.  While 
this went on, the other horse tore these hairs out of its tail.  They stuck in 
its mouth for a few steps, and then fell on the ground.  The horse of the 
Indian is either black or brown; that of the white man is a sorrel.  Let’s 
look some more.  Here, the white man dismounted to climb the 
embankment.  His trail has remained visible in the soft sand, and you can 
see very clearly that he put down one foot more heavily than the other.  So 
he limps, I might add that these men were extremely careless.  They didn’t 
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take the slightest trouble to conceal their trail.  So they must feel quite 
secure, and there can only be two reasons why.” 
 
“Which?” 
 
“Either they were prepared to put a considerable distance between 
themselves and their pursuers.  But I doubt that because it’s apparent that 
their horses were quite tired.  Or they knew that a still larger party of their 
men was close by, and that they could rejoin them.  This seems more 
plausible.  And since the Indians will not readily join twenty whites, I 
would think that there is a large contingent of Oglala north of here, and 
those twenty-three criminals probably joined up with them.” 
 
It was really amusing to observe the curious face of my companion as he 
looked me over from head to toe. 
 
“Who are you?” he finally asked.56 
 

In this incident, Old Shatterhand is shown to be as proficient in perceiving and reading 
the slightest clue as Zadig had been. From marks on the ground, a few hairs and paint droppings, 
he was able to describe to the amazement of his companion, not only how many men were in the 
outlaws’ party, but how many were whites and how many were Indians; what tribe the Indians 
belonged to; who the leader of the outlaw party was; what color horse the leader rode; and that 
the leader was lame.  He could also divine not only the direction in which they fled, but that they 
were going to meet another Indian party nearby. In terms of the logic employed, this is an almost 
perfect replica of the logic of Zadig, which has been already identified by scholars as abductive 
logic. 

  

 

A SHORT BIBLIOGRAPHY ON ABDUCTIVE LOGIC 
 
 

Abductive Logic in Literature 

Abductive logic is new. The first clear example of it so far found in literature is Voltaire's 
story of Zadig, published in 1747.  Walther Ilmer has also identified another example that has so 
far not been noted by any other scholar. It is found in Chapters 60-63 of his novel Louise de la 
Vallière, in which d'Artagnon reconstucts the course of events of a duel by examining the clues 
at the scene. When d'Artagnon describes how he was able to do this, the King responds, 
"Monsieur d'Artagnon, you are positively the cleverest man in my kingdom."  I attach a copy of 
the relevant passages of this story as Appendix C.   

                                                             
56 Winnetou, pp. 582-586. 
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It might be said that the illustration and application of abductive logic is the entire raison 
d'etre of the private detective story genre of literature. This logic is best illustrated in the first 
three detective stories, The Murders in the Rue Morgue, The Mystery of Marie Roget, and The 
Purloined Letter, by the "Father of the Detective Story," Edgar Allan Poe. It is, of course, most 
perfectly illustrated by the Sherlock Holmes stories. Agaha Christie's Poirot, of course, is another 
example where the principles of abductive logic are implicitly displayed. "The detective story 
genre," writes David Lehman in The Perfect Murder (New York, The free Press, 1989), "is 
unique among literary forms in that the narrative line flows backward, from effect to cause." 
This, of course, is the essence of abduction.  

By far the best introduction to the explicit principles of abductive logic as found in the 
detective story is found in the collection of essays edited by Umberrto Eco and Thomas Sebeok,  
The Sign of Three, Dupin, Holmes Peirce (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1983).  I 
recommend all of the essays in this collection.    

The Logic of Abduction 

To understand the logic of abduction directly form the "horse's mouth," one should go to 
the source.  The following chapters, consisting of essays by Peirce, found in The Essential Peirce 
(Bloomington, Indiana University Press), are the most cogent: 

Volume 1 (1867-1983) 

Ch. 7, The Fixation of Belief 

Ch. 8, How to Make Our Ideas Clear. 

Ch. 12, Deduction, Induction and Hypothesis 
 

Volume 2.(I893-1913) 

Ch. 3, Of Reasoning in General 

Ch. 4, Philosophy and the Conduct of life. 
Ch. 7, The Laws of Nature 

Ch. 8, On the Logic of Drawing History from Ancient Documents, Especially from testimonies 
Ch. 15, On the Nature of Meaning 

Ch. 16, Pragmatism as the Logic of abduction 
Ch. 17, What Makes a Reasoning Sound? 

Ch. 24, What Pragmatism Is 
Ch. 31 An Essay toward Improving Our Reasoning in Security and in Uberty 
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For further information on abductive logic or Charles Sanders Peirce, the best source, the 
best experts, and the best collection of materials in the country--if not the world--is right here in 
Lubbock, Texas: the Institute for Studies in Pragmaticism, whose Director is Kenneth Lane 
Ketner, author of His Glassy Essence: An Autobiography of Charles Sanders Peirce (Nashville, 
Vanderbilt University Press, 1998; and editor of Reasoning and the Logic of Things (Cambridge, 
Harvard University Press, 1992).  

C. S. Peirce is quickly becoming recognized as the most important American philosopher 
to date, and the literature on his life and works is growing exponentially, and is entirely too large 
to cite here.  However, a great number of materials may be accessed on the web at 
www.pierce.org.  I might also mention the entire new field of Semiotics, in which the name of 
Umberto Eco, the author of The Name of the Rose, is the most prominent.  I might recommend 
one book of his, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1994), as 
an introduction to this field.    
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