Commens | Dictionary Entry

‘Secondness’ (pub. 09.03.13-15:23). Quote in M. Bergman & S. Paavola (Eds.), The Commens Dictionary: Peirce's
Terms in His Own Words. New Edition. Retrieved from
http://www.commens.org/dictionary/entry/quote-letters-lady-welby-9.

Term:

Secondness

Quote:

The type of an idea of Secondness is the experience of eﬀort, prescinded from
the idea of a purpose. It may be said that there is no such experience, that a
purpose is always in view as long as the eﬀort is cognized. This may be open to
doubt; for in sustained eﬀort we soon let the purpose drop out of view.
However, I abstain from psychology which has nothing to do with ideoscopy.
The existence of the word eﬀort is suﬃcient proof that people think they have
such an idea; and that is enough. The experience of eﬀort cannot exist without
the experience of resistance. Eﬀort only is eﬀort by virtue of its being opposed;
and no third element enters. Note that I speak of the experience, not of the
feeling, of eﬀort. Imagine yourself to be seated alone at night in the basket of a
balloon, far above earth, calmly enjoying the absolute calm and stillness.
Suddenly the piercing shriek of a steam-whistle breaks upon you, and continues
for a good while. The impression of stillness was an idea of Firstness, a quality
of feeling. The piercing whistle does not allow you to think or do anything but
suﬀer. So that too is absolutely simple. Another Firstness. But the breaking of
the silence by the noise was an experience. The person in his inertness
identiﬁes himself with the precedent state of feeling, and the new feeling which
comes in spite of him is the non-ego. He has a two-sided consciousness of an
ego and a non-ego. That consciousness of the action of a new feeling in
destroying the old feeling is what I call an experience. Experience generally is
what the course of life has compelled me to think. Secondness is either genuine
or degenerate. There are many degrees of genuineness. Generally speaking
genuine secondness consists in one thing acting upon another, – brute action. I
say brute, because so far as the idea of any law or reason comes in, Thirdness
comes in. When a stone falls to the ground, the law of gravitation does not act
to make it fall. The law of gravitation is the judge upon the bench who may
pronounce the law till doomsday, but unless the strong arm of the law, the
brutal sheriﬀ, gives eﬀect to the law, it amounts to nothing. True, the judge can
create a sheriﬀ if need be; but he must have one. The stone’s actually falling is
purely the aﬀair of the stone and the earth at the time. This is a case of
reaction. So is existence which is the mode of being of that which reacts with
other things.
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