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Abstract

This paper compares the manner in which C. S. Peirce’s late semiotic theory deals with the 
problems posed by the dynamic object and the interpretation of signs with that of the earlier, 
better-known system of 1903. It shows how non-specialist interpreters of signs are often led 
to suggest that there is more to, for example, a painting than the summation of the lines, forms 
and colours to be found on the canvas, in other words, to suggest that the sign’s dynamic object 
may be quite different from its representation as the sign’s immediate object. Now the 1903 
ten-class system is composed of the sign and two relational criteria, the first of which being 
the sign’s mode of representation, which is no other than the relation holding between the sign 
and what, at the time, was defined simply as its object. This means that the object itself is not a 
relevant feature of the system, and therefore this latter, even when the mode of representation 
is associated with Peirce’s hypoicons, is unable to account for discrepancies between what 
observers interpret as the sign’s object and the way the sign represents it. One explanation for 
this discrepancy can be found in Peirce’s late, hexadic conception of semiosis, which, in 1908, 
explicitly integrated immediate and dynamic objects and a typology of which the criteria were 
not the earlier categories but three universes of experience by means of which Peirce was able 
to expand considerably the inventory of the sorts of entities qualifying as a sign’s dynamic 
object. The paper draws on these advances to show how immediate and dynamic objects can 
diverge, and how different interpreters come to widely differing conclusions concerning the 
objects of signs and how they are interpreted.
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A Sign necessarily has for its Object some fragment of history, 
that is, of history of ideas. (R849, 1911)
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1. Introduction

Peirce’s best known sign system is the one he elaborated in the course of his Lowell 
Lectures in November 1903. This is the system which yielded the ten classes of signs 
which he maintained throughout his career as a logician, and is the one which most Peirce 
scholars refer to in their work in semiotics. However, it was ultimately superseded, or at 
least augmented, by developments in Peirce’s sign theory which occurred in the years 
between 1904 and 1909, and resulted, amongst other things, in a hexadic classification 
system constructed on a number of very different criteria. This paper examines the 
two typologies and the concepts they were founded upon, and attempts to assess their 
contribution to contemporary research in semiotics by examining the way each deals with 
Peirce’s conception of the dynamic object. 

2. The Problem

Consider Figure 1 and the accompanying commentary. 

Figure 1. Jan Molenaer, ‘A Young Man and Woman Making Music’, c. 1630, courtesy of The 
National Gallery of London1

 

Betsy Weiseman: ‘It shows a very well-dressed couple… a young man and a young woman in 
a very fancy interior actually. The couple are seated in the foreground of the scene; the woman 
has this wonderful, expansive, satin skirt… and she wears a little lace-trimmed cape and a 
lace cap that are just exquisitely detailed… The young man is wearing kind of the masculine 
counter-part… I think he would have been quite fashionable in the 1630s… I always have the 
sense that they’ve just reached the rousing chorus of the song… that they’re really into it and 
they’re having a good time and the music has taken over. It really represents a sort of “joie de 
vivre”. And Molenaer communicates that in such a vivid way’ [emphasis added]. The National 
Gallery Podcast: Episode 81, July 2013.2
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The painting was the subject of part of a podcast from the National Gallery of London 
devoted to an exhibition entitled ‘Vermeer and Music: The Art of Love and Leisure’.3 The 
curator of the exhibition, Betsy Weiseman, is describing the painting to a visitor, and in 
the course of her description she remarks that what the painting really represents is not 
so much a couple playing musical instruments together but, rather, ‘joie de vivre’: the 
joy of living, a warm feeling of enjoyment of life, exuberance, and youthful high spirits. 
The sentence containing the adversative value of the adverb really suggests that what the 
observer is looking at is somehow different from the figures and their pose represented on 
the canvas: what we are looking at, in fact, is more complex than what is to be identified 
on the painting. The problem for semiotics, then, is to account for the apparent disparity 
between what we see and what the painting, photograph, or any other, not necessarily 
pictorial, sign really represents and how it does so.

As I believe that the problem can be best accounted for in Peirce’s late, i.e. post-1903, 
system of semiotics, in what follows I examine three stages in the development of his 
theorizing at this time. A brief reminder of the best-known system, the one developed 
in the course of his Lowell Lectures and their accompanying Syllabus, is followed by 
what can be seen as a turning-point in Peirce’s semiotic thinking, namely a draft letter to 
Lady Welby dating from March 1906. The final stage in my argument is drawn from the 
letter to Lady Welby dated December 23, 1908, in which he announces a semiotic system 
theoretically capable of generating 28 and 66 classes of signs. 

3. The Sign in 1903

3.1 Sign and triadic relation
There are three aspects of Peirce’s conception of the sign in this period which I wish to 
take into account: the sign’s central role in the process of signification—a role it was 
subsequently to lose; the absence of the object as a criterion for classifying the sign; and, 
finally, the semiotic status of the symbol. 

In 1903 Peirce still considered the sign to be a species of unit of representation, an 
entity which stands for some other entity to an interpreting mind. At this time he defined 
a great class of representing elements, namely representamens, of which signs were a 
subclass inasmuch as they determine an effect upon a human interpreter. The following is 
the technical definition of the representamen, in which the object is defined as the second 
correlate of this particular type of triadic relation:

A Representamen is the First Correlate of a triadic relation, the Second Correlate being termed 
its Object, and the possible Third Correlate being termed its Interpretant, by which triadic 
relation the possible Interpretant is determined to be the First Correlate of the same triadic 
relation to the same Object, and for some possible Interpretant. A Sign is a representamen of 
which some interpretant is a cognition of a mind. Signs are the only representamens that have 
been much studied. (CP 2.242)
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In 1903 the relation associating sign, object and interpretant was a triadic system with the 
three correlates having a ‘monolithic’ character: one sign, one object and one interpretant 
organized in an ordinal manner by the particular triadic relation to which they belonged: 
S—O—I. In the following definition we find the sign itself in the central, ‘binding’ role 
within this triadic relation, a role characteristic of Peirce’s thinking at this time:

A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in such a genuine triadic relation to a 
Second, called its Object, as to be capable of determining a Third, called its Interpretant, to 
assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands itself to the same Object. The 
triadic relation is genuine, that is its three members are bound together by it in a way that does 
not consist in any complexus of dyadic relations. (CP 2.274, 1903)

Summarizing Peirce’s conception of the sign and its relation to its object at this particular 
moment in his quest for an exhaustive theory of representation, we can say that the sign 
represents an object to an interpretant in such a way that the latter stands in the same 
relation to the object as the sign does. The role of the object within this ‘process’ is to 
determine the sign to represent it to the interpretant.

3.2 The three divisions of 1903

Table 1. The three divisions defining the ten classes of signs
Sign Sign-Object Sign-Interpretant

Thirdness Legisign Symbol Argument
Secondness Sinsign Index Dicisign
Firstness Qualisign Metaphor diagram Rheme

There are three aspects of Table 1 that are relevant to the problem introduced above. First, 
the three criteria are organized in ‘correlate’ order, in other words the order defined in 
the first, general, definition of triadic relations given above: S, S—O, S—I. Second, the 
subclasses of each criterion are identified in relation to Peirce’s three phenomenological 
categories of Firstness, Secondness and Thirdness, the subclass of the icon being further 
subdivided. Finally, at this time the object as second correlate of the sign relation is not 
recruited as a pertinent criterion for the classification of signs. The only correlate to 
constitute a division on its own is the sign;4 the other two divisions are relational, being 
composed of the mode of representation of the object by the sign, and the ‘informational’ 
division defined in this case by the relation holding between sign and interpretant. 

The object, then, conceived in the three-division classification system described in 
the Lowell Lectures figures as an essentially ‘singular’ entity, and the possibility of a sign 
representing two objects, a visible one and one that had to divined, so to speak, like the ‘joie 
de vivre’ in the painting, would, within this system, have been problematic, although less 
than a year later Peirce had redefined the sign not as the binding correlate in the triadic 
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relation described above; instead, rather, it was ‘determined’ by its objects—not by one 
object, but by two. 

3.3 Peaches, peacocks and bees
One final possibility of accounting for the indirection implicit in Wieseman’s remark 
above within the 1903 ‘model’ is the symbol, since this is a sign which within the 
semiotics represents general objects. Peirce defined in 1903 in the following manner:

A Symbol is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by virtue of a law, usually an 
association of general ideas, which operates to cause the Symbol to be interpreted as referring 
to that Object. It is thus itself a general type or law, that is, is a Legisign. As such it acts 
through a Replica. Not only is it general itself, but the Object to which it refers is of a general 
nature. Now that which is general has its being in the instances which it will determine. There 
must, therefore, be existent instances of what the Symbol denotes, although we must here 
understand by “existent,” existent in the possibly imaginary universe to which the Symbol 
refers. (CP 2.249)

Now various forms of symbolism are, no doubt, to be found in all cultures. For example, 
peaches symbolizing immortality are a common symbol in Chinese art, appearing in 
depictions or descriptions in a number of fables, paintings, and other forms of art, often 
in association with thematically similar iconography, such as certain deities or immortals 
or other symbols of longevity, such as deer or cranes.5 In itself, a peach represented in 
an image is, on one ‘literal’ level, a piece of fruit, but on a second, more general level, 
like representations of deer or cranes, refers to a more general object—immortality. 
In a similar manner, the Ancient Greeks believed the flesh of the peacock to be 
imputrescible—it was not subject to decomposition after death, and thus became a symbol 
of immortality and later figured in much Church imagery as a symbol of the promised 
after-life. 

What is common to all symbols, as understood in the above manner, is the fact 
that their instances represent themselves as existent entities, and, at the same time, as 
something general. Yet another example of a symbol can be seen in the dog which features 
in Molenaer’s painting: a dog was often used in Christian imagery as symbol of fidelity in 
marriage and, again by indirection, in religious faith. The problem is that Peirce’s symbol is 
not defined to represent a secondary object in this way. The instances his definition identifies 
are existent instances of general types or laws. The best examples of symbols in this sense 
are the words of a given language—nouns and verbs in English, for example. The little dog 
in Molenaer’s painting may be for us and for the Christian Church a symbol of fidelity, but 
as a sinsign it is not an instance of a symbol in Peirce’s sense in the quotation above. From 
his earliest writings on signs until 1902, symbols were either arguments, propositions or 
terms, the traditional matter of logic. In 1903 he established these in a separate division, 
the sign—interpretant division mentioned above, and maintained their verbocentric bias 
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(EP2 275-76).6 There remains only one possibility of accounting for what, in the system 
of 1903, a given sign might really represent, and for how it might represent something 
other than the object represented by the sign as in Molenaer’s painting, and this can be 
sought in his theory of the hypoicon.  

3.4 Image, diagram, metaphor: The hypoicons
As seen above, the sign had, by 1903, been identified as the first correlate of a particular 
triadic relation: ‘A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in such a genuine 
triadic relation to a Second, called its Object, as to be capable of determining a Third, 
called its Interpretant, to assume the same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands 
itself to the same Object’ (EP2 272). This is the case, too, in the extract from one of the 
manuscript preparations for the Lowell Lectures (R478) in which Peirce introduces the 
concept of the hypoicon: 

An Icon is a Representamen whose Representative Quality is a Firstness of it as a First. That 
is, a quality that it has qua thing renders it fit to be a Representamen... But a sign may be 
iconic, that is, may represent its object mainly by its similarity, no matter what its mode of 
being. If a substantive be wanted, an iconic Representamen may be termed a hypoicon. Any 
material image, as a painting, is largely conventional in its mode of representation; but in 
itself, without legend or label it may be called a hypoicon. (CP 2.276; EP2 273-4)

Given the three possible degrees of complexity of the sign, he had finally been able to 
justify logically the three modes of representation by means of the categories: namely, in 
order of decreasing complexity, by convention, by spatio-temporal contiguity and, finally, 
by resemblance.7 This latter Peirce had already defined as a relation of reason (CP 1.365, 
c.1890; CP 4.3, 1898) and it partakes of the category of Firstness.

Now if anyone had ever asked him in how many ways one entity can resemble 
another, Peirce would no doubt have dismissed the idea that there was only one. As it 
happens, he derived three forms of resemblance by applying the same categorial principle 
which had yielded symbol, index and icon, this time to the Firstness of the icon itself. The 
‘sub-trichotomy’ resulting from this recursive process is none other than the following 
paragraph describing image, diagram and metaphor in order of increasing complexity and 
figuring as the three ‘hypo’-classes of the icon on Table 1:

Hypoicons may be roughly divided according to the mode of Firstness of which they partake. 
Those which partake of simple qualities, or First Firstnesses, are images; those which represent the 
relations, mainly dyadic, or so regarded, of the parts of one thing by analogous relations in their 
own parts, are diagrams; those which represent the representative character of a representamen by 
representing a parallelism in something else, are metaphors. (CP 2.277; EP2 274)

Since earlier in the same manuscript (R478) he had described the categories in detail it 
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comes as no surprise that these categories should be applied in turn to the sign-object 
relation and then recursively to the icon, the most basic of the three subclasses thus 
derived. Furthermore, Peirce described his theory of separation (precision) in detail in 
this very same manuscript. This made it possible for him to state in a later manuscript 
(R540) that the index involves a sort of icon and the symbol a sort of index (EP2 291-2). 
Since the recursive application of the categories to the icon yields metaphor, diagram and 
image, it follows that symbols will involve an icon in some form or other by transitivity, 
and, consequently, any of the three hypoicons. 

Compare the following:

Figure 2. An 18th century painting of a bee
 

In subdividing icons, pictorial signs in this instance, Peirce distinguished three distinct but 
increasingly complex structural configurations which are valid for all types of images. In 
the simplest case the sign and the object represented simply share qualities—shades and 
shape for example, as in Figure 2. This is the case with most of the paintings hanging in 
art galleries and museums. 

Figure 3. Diagram of the morphology of a female bee
 

When the internal structure of the pictorial representation corresponds to its object point 
by point, or is intended to, as in Figure 3, then Peirce called the pictorial representation 
a diagram, in other words a pictorial representation of relations. This is the case with the 
pictorial instructions for the assembly of furniture bought in kit form, or the instructions 
for the use of domestic appliances. Since it is interpreted to represent not just qualities 
but relations, the diagram on Figure 3 of the major ‘components’ A, B and C of the 
morphology of a female bee is more complex than the image in Figure 2. 

Finally, when a sign represents at one and the same time objects from two distinct 
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but parallel universes or conceptual domains, as in Figure 4, where the domain of the 
live bee of today is placed incongruously side by side with that of the desaturated bee—
intended to represent a potentially disastrous future as a consequence of pesticides—the 
sign is said to have metaphorical structure. Now what is true of an iconic pictorial sign is, 
by transitivity, true of a symbol. However, metaphorical structure usually places elements 
from the two (or more) domains composing the parallelism together in the same sign. This 
is not the case with the peaches and peacocks mentioned earlier, nor is it the case with the 
protagonists of Molenaer’s painting. 

Figure 4. Photographic metaphor (courtesy of fg-a.com)
 

The problem is that when we identify the metaphorical or diagrammatic status of a sign 
we are simply stating how it is organized internally, so to speak—iconicity cannot tell 
us what the sign represents, only how it represents it, since iconicity is a ‘sub-form’ of 
any sign’s mode of representation. In this respect the hypoicons are no different from the 
index and symbol: these inform us not of what the object is, or of what it might be really, 
but simply of how it is represented. For instance, when Peirce tells us that ‘Examples 
of Indices are the hand of a clock, and the veering of a weathercock’ (EP2 274, 1903), 
he is talking about signs, indicating how they represent their objects, not the objects 
themselves. We conclude, then, that even when a symbol in the Peircean sense is informed 
by metaphorical hypoiconicity, whatever the real object of that sign may be, it cannot be 
satisfactorily accounted for. Fortunately, Peirce’s conception of the sign and sign-action 
underwent a very rapid development.

4. Evolving Definitions of Sign and Object 

4.1 The expanded sign relation (1904)
Within a year of giving the Lowell Lectures Peirce had expanded the original triad of 
correlates to six: two objects, the sign and three interpretants for which he devised a 
number of names in the four-year period that followed, until they became ‘standardized’ 
as, in order of appearance in semiosis, immediate, dynamic and final. Of the objects he 
had this to say to Lady Welby in a letter dated October 12, 1904: ‘I’m now prepared 
to give my division of signs, as soon as I’ve pointed out that a sign has two objects, its 
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object as it is represented and its object in itself’ (SS 32). Another way of describing 
them, and one highly pertinent to the theme of this article, is to distinguish between the 
object as it is represented and the object as it really is independently of its representation: 
the possibility of a single sign representing two objects thus stems from the now explicit 
distinction between the immediate and the dynamic objects.

4.2 The turning-point (1906)
However, in spite of this notable advance in the theory, the turning-point is to be found 
in a draft letter to Lady Welby from March 1906. In this, probably the most detailed and 
coherent exposition of his mature theory of semiotics, the several sheets devoted to logic 
occur towards the middle of a long draft, sandwiched between a brief introduction to 
the Existential Graphs and a longer description of the Graphs illustrated by diagrams. In 
the passage, the sign is first defined in a radically different way from before, after which 
Peirce proceeds to describe functional aspects of the three interpretants in relative detail.

I use the word ‘Sign’ in the widest sense for any medium for the communication or extension 
of a Form (or feature). Being medium, it is determined by something, called its Object, and 
determines something, called its Interpretant [. . .] In order that a Form may be extended 
or communicated, it is necessary that it should have been really embodied in a Subject 
independently of the communication; and it is necessary that there should be another subject in 
which the same form is embodied only as a consequence of the communication. (SS 96)

In these new definitions of the sign—he referred to the sign as a ‘medium’ in several texts 
from 1906—Peirce is using the term ‘medium’ both literally as a mediating element in 
the relation between object and interpretant, and metaphorically as an artist might, for 
whom media such as oil and water bear pigments to make paint, while in Peirce’s case the 
sign is a medium ‘bearing’ form to produce meaning, form necessarily being a quality. 
Peirce had earlier defined as the ‘monadic element of the world’ (CP 1.426, c. 1896) 
and consequently the only mode of being that can simultaneously be embodied in sign, 
object and interpretant (in a manuscript he explains that if what is communicated by the 
object to the interpretant through the medium of the sign were not form but an existent 
entity it would cease to be in the object once it was embodied in the interpretant (R793, 
3, 1906)). Examples of media are the page of a newspaper, a TV screen, and, as in the 
case of Molenaer’s painting, an artist’s canvas: even human skin with branding signs and 
tattoos can function as a communicating medium according to the 1906 definition of the 
sign. Such media simply need to be perceivable and to accommodate the forms—monads, 
dyads and triads, the ‘categories of the forms of existence’ (CP 1.452, 1896)—emanating, 
of course, from the dynamic—or what Peirce sometimes called the ‘real’—object (e.g. CP 
2.310 from 1903).8

If we consider Molenaer’s painting, it is possible to see how it would fit into the 1906 
scheme. The persons represented can be seen as the artist’s models, the dynamic objects of 
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this complex, portrait-like painting; the representation that we see here finished but which 
must have advanced in various stages of completion is the immediate object—that is, the 
models and furniture, etc., as represented; the canvas itself is the medium, the material 
entity which ‘accommodates’ the immediate object and bears it to whatever potential 
interpretant sequence the image may produce. The artist, a version of Peirce’s utterer, 
is outside the process,9 he is what Aristotle would call the ‘efficient’ cause. He executes 
the painting but in doing so he is simply the vector of the artistic trends and public and 
private ideologies of the age and, if there was one, the desires of the patron paying for the 
work: difficult as it may be for us to admit, according to Peirce’s conception of the sign as 
medium in 1906 it is the dynamic object which structures the representation in the sign, 
not the artist.

4.3 The hexad of 1908
Finally, in the letter to Lady Welby dated December 23, 1908, Peirce posited a hexad of 
divisions based upon the correlates themselves in the order defined below, this system 
generating 28 classes of signs. The process in which the sign is engaged in 1908 he 
describes as follows:

It is evident that a Possible can determine nothing but a Possible; it is equally so that a 
Necessitant can be determined by nothing but a Necessitant. Hence, it follows from the 
Definition of a Sign that since the Dynamoid Object determines the Immediate Object, 

which determines the Sign itself,
which determines the Destinate Interpretant,
which determines the Effective Interpretant,
which determines the Explicit Interpretant,

the six trichotomies, instead of determining 729 classes of signs, as they would if they were 
independent, only yield 28 classes. (SS 84)

This crucial statement, apparently the sole reference to the 28-class system in the Peirce 
canon although it figures necessarily in the construction of the 66 classes, not only 
establishes the logical order of determination holding between the six correlates but, 
by means of the reference to the modes of being (Possible, Existent and Necessitant) 
of the universes with which each correlate can be associated, defines the dependency 
relation reducing the 792 possible classes to 28. This determination process itself can be 
represented more simply by the scheme in Figure 5, in which the interpretants have been 
standardized to immediate, dynamic and final, in that order. Figure 5 displays the hexadic 
structure	of	semiosis	as	Peirce	defined	it	 in	1908,	in	which	the	arrow	‘→’	indicates	the	
process of determination:

Figure 5. Hexadic semiosis in 1908

Od	→	Oi	→	S	→	Ii	→	Id	→	If
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What we see here is that the semiotic centre of influence, so to speak, has moved from 
the sign as defined in 1903, to the dynamic object: the dynamic object is the origin of the 
form communicated to the sequence of interpretants by the sign-medium. Indeed, by 1908 
the object becomes the first in a series of criteria used in the six-division classification of 
the 28 classes of signs (Table 2). 

Table 2. The six divisions yielding 28 classes of signs
Universe Od Oi S Ii Id If
Necessitant collective copulant type relative usual to produce self-control
Existent concretive designative token categorical percussive to produce action
Possible abstractive descriptive mark hypothetical sympathetic gratific

If we compare Table 2 to Table 1 we find that the criteria are no longer relational as in 
1903 but correlational; more significantly, their differing levels of complexity are now 
distinguished not by the three categories but by three universes of experience ordered 
in decreasing complexity by their respective modes of being, necessity, existence and 
possibility. These universes are receptacles for three distinct types of entities, and the six 
correlates of semiosis are now the subjects of these three universes. Furthermore, it is 
important to note that there are no symbols, indices or icons in this system (and therefore 
no hypoicons or the possibility of identifying any iconicity features of signs), although 
the three subclasses of the Peirce’s original single trichotomy figure along with rhemes, 
dicisigns and arguments, and two more interpretant-based divisions in the ten-division 
system in theory capable of yielding 66 distinct classes of signs. 

Now the major consequence of the theoretical advances introduced first in 1904, 
then in the 1906 draft and subsequently in the 1908 letter to Lady Welby is that what we 
perceive in any sign is the immediate object. As Peirce remarks repeatedly, we can only 
identify the dynamic object by collateral observation or experience (e.g. CP 8.178-179, 
1908; CP 6.318, c. 1909)—its ‘proxy’ in the sign being the immediate object. Indeed, as 
he explains in his Logic Notebook, ‘The immediate object of a sign may be of quite a 
different nature from the real, dynamical object’ (R339, 277r, 1906). 

Summarizing we find, first, that this fourth section has introduced the crucial 
distinction between the two objects, a distinction to be found in all future definitions of 
the sign; second, that the material from the 1906 definition of the sign as medium had 
the effect of diminishing the importance of the sign in semiosis, thereby ‘de-reifying’ 
the status it had in 1903, and at the same time it gave the immediate object accrued 
representative status; finally, that the 1908 letter to Lady Welby set out a new way of 
classifying the sign with reference to three universes instead of the three categories of 
1903, with the object as the initial determining element in the semiotic sequence as 
illustrated by Table 2. What we need now is a means of ascertaining the sorts of dynamic 
objects of which the perceived immediate objects might be the determinations. 

Tony Jappy



12

5. Universes and Objects (1908)

Clearly the distinction between dynamic and immediate objects is an important stage 
in Peirce’s theory of signification. Nevertheless, it remains to review certain aspects of 
the evolution of the object itself within that theory. Much has been said of Peirce’s most 
important contribution to logic, namely the interpretant, its subsequent expansion into 
three classes and their numerous denominations. What follows is a necessarily brief 
review of some of the positions Peirce adopted with respect to the object in the course of 
his research into logic, for it is also important to realise that the object, too, went through 
phases of development. We first note that the distinction between dynamic and immediate 
can be traced back to Peirce’s work on cognition in the 1860s.10

However, by 1885 with his work on the index, the object had become ‘real’, i.e. not 
the rather vague cognition of a mind (the ‘IT’ in the ‘New List’ of 1867): ‘the dynamical 
object does not mean something out of the mind. It means something forced upon the 
mind in perception, but including more than perception reveals. It is an object of actual 
Experience’ (SS 197, 1906). In a draft to Lady Welby of December 25, 1908, he offered 
this description of the sorts of signs that the three types of dynamic objects might 
determine:

III. In respect to the Nature of their Dynamical Objects, Signs I found to be either
1. Signs of Possibles. That is Abstractives such as Color, Mass, Whiteness, etc.
2. Signs of Occurrences. That is Concretives such as Man, Charlemagne.
3. Signs of Collections. That is Collectives such as Mankind, the Human Race, etc. (EP2 489)

Finally, in a letter to William James of March 14, 1909, he summarizes his position 
concerning the two objects with the following statement:

We must distinguish between the Immediate Object,—i.e., the Object as represented in the 
Sign,—and the Real (no, because perhaps the Object is altogether fictive, I must choose a 
different term; therefore:), say rather the Dynamical Object, which, from the nature of things, 
the Sign cannot express, which it can only indicate and leave the interpreter to find out by 
collateral experience. (EP2 498)

However, although he states clearly here, as in the past, that the sign cannot express the 
object, we know that this is because the dynamic object is outside the sign. Indeed, his final 
statements on the universes of experience and the types of objects they ‘hold’ or contain 
enable us to establish just how it is that the interpreter, like Betsy Wieseman in the quotation 
with which this article commenced, actually identifies the object. The final stage in our 
examination of what signs might really represent involves, therefore, Peirce’s conception of 
the three universes mentioned in the 1908 letter to Lady Welby and their modes of being. In 
another text of 1908, ‘A Neglected Argument for the Reality of God’, he describes the three 
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universes and, more importantly, the sorts of objects they comprise. The least complex, the 
universe of possible objects ‘holds’ ideas; the second, the universe composed of existent 
objects—occurrences and the facts containing them; while the third and most complex 
universe comprises more general objects:  

Of the three Universes of Experience familiar to us all, the first comprises all mere Ideas, 
those airy nothings to which the mind of poet, pure mathematician, or another might give 
local habitation and a name within that mind. Their very airy-nothingness, the fact that their 
Being consists in mere capability of getting thought, not in anybody’s Actually [sic] thinking 
them, saves their reality. The second Universe is that of the Brute Actuality of things and facts. 
I am confident that their Being consists in reactions against Brute forces, notwithstanding 
objections redoubtable until they are closely and fairly examined. The third Universe 
comprises everything whose Being consists in active power to establish connections between 
different objects, especially between objects in different Universes. Such is everything which 
is essentially a Sign,—not the mere body of the sign, which is not essentially such, but, so to 
speak, the Sign’s Soul, which has its Being in its power of serving as intermediary between its 
Object and a Mind. Such, too, is a living consciousness, and such the life, the power of growth, 
of a plant. Such is a living institution,—a daily newspaper, a great fortune, a social “movement.” 
(EP2 435)11           

It follows from this that what we see when we look at an image of any sort, or what we 
hear when we process an utterance of any sort or what we read in a text of any sort is the 
immediate object. It also follows that by 1908 Peirce had considerably defined the range 
of dynamic objects to be virtually inexhaustible, and that the dynamic object is not in any 
way necessarily like the immediate. Peirce’s late illustration of various types of dynamic 
object: ‘—a daily newspaper, a great fortune, a social “movement”’ not only opens up 
our understanding of how others interpret signs but also liberates our own conception 
of what a sign might stand for. Three examples will show how Peirce’s late inventory 
of these diverse classes of dynamic objects can be used to illustrate ways in which 
people integrated the ways in which the dynamic object can differ significantly from the 
immediate.    

6. Worldviews and Social Movements

Consider the image in Figure 6. Entitled Still life with a turkey pie, it shows a rich array of 
half-consumed foodstuffs. The table is laid with a carefully folded white table cloth and is 
dressed with plates containing a pie, oysters, slices of lemon, salt, pepper and olives. On 
the table there are also a jug, a wineglass containing white wine, a knife, nuts, bread rolls, 
a Nautilus cup and a Chinese bowl containing fruit. The whole setting is presided over by 
the pie decorated with the wings and skull of a turkey.
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Figure 6. Pieter Claesz, Still Life with a Turkey Pie, 1627, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam (Wikimedia 
Commons)

 

The image was painted during the period of the Baroque, when the Catholic churches of 
the south were being decorated with militant images of the Counter-Reformation showing 
the agony of saints and martyrs. Public displays of religious personages was prohibited 
in the Calvinist Netherlands. Consequently artists, in order to obtain commissions from 
the many rich patrons of the wealthy Dutch golden age of painting, were obliged to turn 
to other sources of inspiration to show their mastery and to earn a living, the most notable 
being the portrait, the landscape and the still life. This is the case with Claesz’s still 
life in Figure 6. As an artist, Claesz was a witting or unwitting vector of this particular 
worldview, but what we see as a magnificent representation of a half-consumed feast 
ultimately (therefore really) represents a version of the Calvinist worldview, with the 
opulence of the food and wine tempered by the turkey skull, a mememto mori reminding 
Protestant observers of their mortality. 

Another case of a much more general dynamic object than might first be thought is 
provided by the following short extract from a poem of 1842 by the 19th century English 
poet, Alfred Tennyson. The ballad tells the story of a medieval legend, the Lady of 
Shalott:

There she weaves by night and day
A magic web with colours gay.
She has heard a whisper say,
A curse is on her if she stay
           To look down to Camelot.
She knows not what the curse may be,
And so she weaveth steadily,
And little other care hath she,
           The Lady of Shalott.
And moving thro’ a mirror clear
That hangs before her all the year,
Shadows of the world appear.
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There she sees the highway near
           Winding down to Camelot  

The Lady of Shalott has been cursed, but no one knows why. She has been condemned to 
weave a magic web and only to look out at the world by means of a mirror which reflects 
people passing along the road to Camelot (the town of King Arthur). She tires of being 
alone. One day the handsome Sir Lancelot rides by. She stops weaving and looks directly 
out of the window instead of using the mirror, thereby defying the curse. She leaves her 
castle, finds a boat and drifts downriver to her death. 

Ostensibly the story is about the female victim of a curse—she is the principal 
dynamic object but there are, of course, other ‘partial objects’ (Lancelot, the town 
of Camelot, for example) of the poem—but that is not the way the poem has been 
interpreted. The following are three of the opinions of critics concerning what the painting 
really represents:

Feminist critics see the poem as concerned with issues of women’s sexuality and their place in 
the Victorian world.

Christine Poulson [a literary critic] discusses a feminist viewpoint and suggests: “the Lady 
of Shalott’s escape from her tower is an act of defiance, a symbol of female empowerment.”

Critics such as Hatfield [another literary critic] have suggested that The Lady of Shalott is 
a representation of how Tennyson viewed society; the distance at which other people are in the 
lady’s eyes is symbolic of the distance he feels from society. The fact that she only sees them 
reflected through a mirror signifies the way in which Shalott and Tennyson see the world—in a 
filtered sense. (All from Wikipedia)

Finally, consider the photograph in Figure 7, which shows a crowd of people walking 
quietly but resolutely through a French town in winter. 

Figure 7. A crowd walking peacefully through a French town
 

If we adopt the system of 1903, the dynamic object of this photograph, as in the case of 
all photographs, is composed collectively by the protagonists of the image—the people 
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we see in the photograph. But this, in fact, is a simplistic view; this is not what the image 
really represents, for if we momentarily forget that this was a photograph, go ‘behind the 
frame’ and in imagination ‘join’ the walkers there still remains the question of why a third of 
its population should be walking around a town on a Sunday morning in the south of France 
in winter. The photographer, as before, is the vector not so much of a culture’s obsession 
with using its mobile phones to take images of the self, monuments and the here and now, 
but of a worldview that was brought violently into being four days before the photograph 
was taken. This is January 11, 2015, and throughout France citizens marched through their 
towns, motivated by a mixture of sympathy both for the victims of the January 7 massacre 
of the Charlie Hébdo journalists and for the principle of the freedom of speech. What the 
photograph represents, and what the crowd itself represents, is, according to Peirce’s wide-
ranging inventory of the entities that can constitute dynamic objects, nothing less than 
a social movement. It is this general social movement, then, that the photograph really 
represents, not just a collection of individuals.

7. Conclusion

This study has sought to describe in outline the transition from Peirce’s best-known sign 
system of 1903 to the lesser-known hexad of 1908 and to show how this transition has 
influenced our ability to analyse and interpret signs. He expanded the three correlates of 
1903 into a more sophisticated system of six, and switched from three phenomenological 
categories to three universes as the means of determining the subclasses of the various 
criteria employed in the classification of signs. These universes, as receptacles of objects 
of three very distinct types, made it possible for him to progress from a formal and 
abstract definition of the dynamic object as the mediate determinant of interpretants to a 
wide, but non-exhaustive, range of such objects. This, as the three case studies showed, 
affords the semiotician a fresh set of analytical instruments for the interpretation of signs 
and for the understanding of the circumstances which give rise to them. It also enables 
the semiotician to understand the astonishing freedom with which individuals propose 
often widely diverging interpretations of signs, each according to his or her collateral 
experience of such objects.

Notes
1 http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jan-miense-molenaer-a-young-man-and-woman-

making-music (Visited November 2015) I should like to thank the National Gallery Picture 
Library for the scholarly waiver which enabled me to use this image.

2 MIRANDA HINKLEY (in the studio): ‘Now to our exhibition “Vermeer and Music: the Art of 
Love and Leisure”. This gathering of 17th-century Dutch paintings, alongside period musical 
instruments, reveals the surprising importance of music to art and society in the Dutch Golden 
Age. Curator Betsy Wieseman took Leah Kharibian along to look at “A Young Man and 
Woman Making Music”, a work by Jan Miense Molenaer.’

‘It Really Represents…’: Reflexions on the Object in Peirce’s Hexadic Sign-System



17

3 http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/podcasts/the-national-gallery-podcast-episode-eighty-one 
(Visited November 2015)

4 Peirce originally saw the sign, or ‘representamen’ as he called it then, itself in terms of a 
reference to a ground (i.e. quality), in other words as a manner of relation holding between 
the representation and the ground. He further thought at the time that logic (and, therefore, 
semiotics) dealt principally with symbols as from these alone of the three sign types, likeness, 
index and symbol, can an argument be constructed. Moreover, the symbol alone deals with 
concepts: ‘But a distinction can be made between concepts which are supposed to have no 
existence … and external symbols which still retain their character of symbols so long as they 
are only capable of being understood. And as the rules of logic apply to these latter as much 
as to the former… it follows that logic has for its subject-genus all symbols and not merely 
concepts. We come, therefore, to this, that logic treats of the reference of symbols in general to 
their objects’ (CP 1.559, 1867).

5 From Wikipedia.
6 Peirce did not, of course, suggest that symbols were fixed once and for all. Symbols grow, he 

wrote in 1894 (EP2 10), and in 1903 made the following remark: ‘For every symbol is a living 
thing, in a very strict sense that is no mere figure of speech. The body of the symbol changes 
slowly, but its meaning inevitably grows, incorporates new elements and throws off old ones... 
Every symbol is, in its origin, either an image of the idea signified, or a reminiscence of some 
individual occurrence, person or thing, connected with its meaning, or is a metaphor’ (CP 
2.222). This does not mean, however, that it can represent two distinct objects at the same time 
as a theory of indirection requires.

7 ‘Resemblance is an identity of characters; and this is the same as to say that the mind gathers 
the resembling ideas together into one conception’ (CP 1.365, c. 1890).

8 Compare this further definition, again from 1906: ‘[W]e have to distinguish the Immediate 
Object, which is the Object as the Sign itself represents it, and whose Being is thus dependent 
upon the Representation of it in the Sign, from the Dynamical Object, which is the Reality 
which by some means contrives to determine the Sign to its Representation.’ (CP 4.536)

9 ‘To signify that a person puts forth a sign whether vocal, ocular, or by touch,—and conventional 
signs mostly are of one or other of these three kinds or by taste, smell, and a sense of temperature 
which are the media of many natural tests and symptoms,—I like the word utter.’ (R793, 14, 
1906)

10 ‘Every cognition involves something represented, or that of which we are conscious, and some 
action or passion of the self whereby it becomes represented. The former shall be termed the 
objective, the latter the subjective, element of the cognition. The cognition itself is an intuition 
of its objective element, which may therefore be called, also, the immediate object.’ (CP 5.238, 
1868)

11 Cf., too, a letter to James, 26 February, 1909: ‘A Sign is a Cognizable that, on the one hand, is 
so determined (i.e., specialized, bestimmt) by something other than itself, called its Object (or, 
in some cases, as if the Sign be the sentence “Cain killed Abel,” in which Cain and Abel are 
equally Partial Objects, it may be more convenient to say that that which determines the Sign 
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is the Complexus, or Totality, of Partial Objects. And in every case the Object is accurately 
the Universe of which the Special Object is member, or part), while, on the other hand, it so 
determines some actual or potential Mind, the determination whereof I term the Interpretant 
created by the Sign, that that Interpreting Mind is therein determined mediately by the Object.’ 
(EP2 492)
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