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Introduction to 
Anthropology

ANTH 101

Professor Kurt Reymers, Ph.D.

Language, Symbols and Meaning

One way in which cultures and subcultures vary

between and within societies is in the form of 

language they use.

Language is necessary in EVERY culture for the 

purpose of cultural transmission. 

But the form it takes depends on “local conditions”.

Language is a local element of culture.

Language, Symbols and Meaning

What is Language?

lan·guage
Pronunciation: 'la[ng]-gwij, -wij

Function: noun

Etymology: Middle English, from Old French, from 

langue tongue, language, from Latin lingua --

more at TONGUE

1 a : the words, their pronunciation, 

and the methods of combining them 

used and understood by a culture

vocabulary
phonology

syntax

semantics/semiotics

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AiJ8-2hAqm4
http://www.m-w.com/cgi-bin/dictionary?book=Dictionary&va=tongue
../../../../../../../Webwork/teaching/images/anthro/Linguistics-articulators-diagram.pdf
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Language, Symbols and Meaning

1. Language and Linguistics
a. Language is common to all human 
cultures: it is a cultural universal.

b. No current language is primitive or 
simple. All languages are a complex mix of symbols, 
meanings and interpretations, which are always evolving.

Language, Symbols and Meaning

c. Where did different languages come from?
The connection between languages is what historical linguists study.

i. How many languages are there? 

Short answer: over 6,000
See “Ethnologue”; complicated by dialects

ii. How did language begin?
A root language or “proto-language” is the first in a 
language family, before it starts “breaking apart” due to the forces 
of cultural isolation.

iii. Language families:

Languages and dialects of the Middle East and Central Asia

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OuUAPVFFCRQ
http://www.exploratorium.edu/exploring/language/language_article1.html
http://lsadc.org/info/pdf_files/howmany.pdf
http://www.ethnologue.com/
http://www.freesound.org/people/ingsey101/sounds/50399/
../../../../../../../Webwork/teaching/images/anthro/LanguageOrigins.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language_family
../../../../../../../Webwork/teaching/images/anthro/language-family-tree.jpg
../../../../../../../Webwork/teaching/images/anthro/LanguageMap.jpg
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Language, Symbols and 

Meaning
Language

d. The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis:

“The Principle of Linguistic Relativity”: 
Our language determines our thought processes. 

Are there ideas that you are unable to think? 
How would you know?

The Hypothesis: We can know the world only in terms 
of our language (one’s culture determines one’s 
knowledge and one’s outlook and way of thinking)

Example: Orwell says that if humans cannot form the words to 
express the ideas underlying a revolution, then they cannot revolt; 
thus the “thought police” are invented.

Examples: color perception or environmental condition (Boas)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31zzMb3U0iY
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity
http://www.george-orwell.org/l_biography.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity_and_the_color_naming_debate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eskimo_words_for_snow
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Language, Symbols and Meaning

d.   i.  Historical linguistics: 

Early written languages emerged around 5500  

years ago (3500 BCE), related to trade/accounting

- Ancient Scripts Timeline - Clay tokens - Cuneiform

- Egyptian Hieroglyphics - Writing and Finance

- The Rosetta Stone 1 - Theban Mapping Project

ii. Sociolinguistics: 

Language change indicates change in  

cultural values:

- George Carlin on euphemisms (play to 4:15)

iii. Languages are going extinct!

- More than half the world’s languages won’t exist by 2100

- One language disappears about every 10 minutes

- What are “Killer Languages”? 

- Language preservation efforts are underway.

Meaning and Myth

2. Linguistics and Myth
a. Sociolinguistics is the field that studies 

how language affects culture.

Myths are often studied by sociolinguists and those 
who study comparative mythology 
(such as Joseph Campbell and Claude Levi-Strauss).

i. A “myth” in anthropology is not necessarily an “untrue 

story” – it is a cultural narrative or a traditional 
story meant to clarify cultural norms, history 
and world-view.

Myths last for long periods of time, because of the 
relevance of themes common to all human culture.

Q: What experiences do we ALL go through?

Meaning and Myth

ii. Myths concentrate meaning into 
powerful stories that are passed down within and between 

cultures – they help us understand the 
EXPERIENCE of LIFE.

Myths most often present binary oppositions (such as good 
vs. evil, culture vs. nature, creation and destruction, or 
individual vs. society), and then they resolve the opposites, 
often through metaphorical or allegorical storytelling (e.g., 
fables). 

Joseph Campbell on the first city-states (8:57)

Joseph Campbell on sun, moon, serpent and bull (3:39)

iii. Legends are like myths, in that they convey stories relevant to widely-

felt cultural experiences, but unlike myth they usually 
involve specific people or places. Urban legends 
are a good example of modern-day myths.

http://www.ancientscripts.com/ws_timeline.html
http://www.ancientscripts.com/cuneiform.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HbZ2asfyHcA
http://www.greatscott.com/hiero/index.html
http://viking.som.yale.edu/will/finciv/chapter1.htm
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/young_explorers/discover/a_closer_look-1/the_rosetta_stone.aspx
http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/prehistory/egypt/hieroglyphics/rosettastone.html
http://www.thebanmappingproject.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vuEQixrBKCc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jy-efxk-MSU
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/09/070918-languages-extinct.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mTEQzAm6K24&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vxsXoLsK6p0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_SohcBBhNHM&feature=related
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuFuYole_e4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gfKOnj0gPCw
http://webspace.ship.edu/cgboer/platoscave.html
http://www.pacificnet.net/~johnr/aesop/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwPh4dHDmx0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iQ9HXKk4ztw
http://www.snopes.com/
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Meaning and Myth

iv. Myth is a reflection of the “ego”

Ego= the relationship between culture and self
"Don't be satisfied with stories, how things have 
gone with others. Unfold your own myth." — Rumi

“The environment is your dragon, as it reflects within your self.” –
Joseph Campbell

With our myths, we are allowed to put ourselves in the position of 
the hero and we can then know ourselves in comparison 
(individual and culture). Myths allow us to:

- Play out valued social roles (become the hero); 

(ex: St George & the Dragon, Star Wars, The Matrix, 

Harry Potter ) – the following of archetypes

- Set out on spiritual adventures (see life as a journey)

(ex: The Odyssey, O’ Brother Where Art Thou, Follow Your Bliss)

- Redemption myths - transform self-consciousness 
(be reborn).

(ex: Campbell on Rebirth 2:19; on the American myth 3 min.)

Meaning and Myth

v. The Monomyth

Is there a structure inherent 
to all mythology that  
gives myth it’s power?

Joseph Campbell thinks there 
may be; he calls it the 
“monomyth.”

“Star Wars is an example of what 
Joseph Campbell called the Monomyth, 
which reaches a broader audience and 
is more enduring”  -- Shanti Fader

The Matrix is clearly another such 

monomyth that deals with the global 
information revolution.

Meaning and Myth
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VgOUxICCHoA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ExiRGrIKlwM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuFuYole_e4
http://www.unomaha.edu/jrf/thematrix.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbspxKvb1Vs&feature=related
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archetype
http://www.mythweb.com/odyssey/
http://news.lib.uchicago.edu/blog/2014/01/16/o-homer-where-art-thou-adaptations-of-the-iliad-and-odyssey-ancient-and-modern/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmi8VRl1nz4
http://billmoyers.com/content/ep-3-joseph-campbell-and-the-power-of-myth-the-first-storytellers-audio/
http://www.5min.com/Video/The-Mythology-of-America-304234437
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8AG4rlGkCRU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8AG4rlGkCRU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8AG4rlGkCRU

