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N. 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 local.

N. 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.m-w.com/cgi-bin/dictionary?book=Dictionary&va=tongue
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N. Language, Symbols and 

Meaning

1. Language and Linguistics
a. Language is a common human 
characteristic across 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.

N. 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”

ii. Proto-language is the first in a language family, before it 
starts “breaking apart” due to the forces of cultural isolation.

iii. Main Language Families:     Graphic

1. Niger-Congo (1514 languages) [formerly Niger-Kordofanian]

2. Austronesian (1268 languages) 

3. Trans-New Guinea (564 languages) [disputed] 
4. Indo-European (449 languages)
5. Sino-Tibetan (403 languages) 

6. Afro-Asiatic (375 languages) 

7. Australian (263 languages) [no longer accepted as a family] 

8. Nilo-Saharan (204 languages) 

9. Oto-Manguean (174 languages) 
10. Austro-Asiatic (169 languages) 

11. Sepik-Ramu (100 languages) [disputed] 

12. Tai-Kadai (76 languages) 

13. Tupi (76 languages) 

14. Dravidian (73 languages) 
15. Mayan (69 languages) 

N. Language, Symbols and 

Meaning

d. i. Early written languages emerged around 

5000 years ago
- Ancient Scripts Timeline - Clay tokens and Cuneiform

- Egyptian Hieroglyphics - Theban Mapping Project

- The Rosetta Stone 1 | 2

ii. Can languages be made up? Yes.

- Computer code is a good example.

- Even fictional languages exist. 

iii. Will there ever be a “universal translator”?
- What are the social, political and economic repercussions

of universal translation?

- Are we on our way?

http://www.exploratorium.edu/exploring/language/language_article1.html
http://lsadc.org/info/pdf_files/howmany.pdf
http://www.ethnologue.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language_family
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http://www.museum.upenn.edu/new/exhibits/galleries/egyptian.html
http://www.thebanmappingproject.com/
http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/goto?id=OBJ67
http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/prehistory/egypt/hieroglyphics/rosettastone.html
http://www.ancientegypt.co.uk/writing/rosetta.html
http://www.kli.org/
http://www.single-serving.com/constructed/index.php
http://www2.truman.edu/~mshapiro/trek.html
http://www.web-a-dex.com/translate.htm
http://babelfish.altavista.com/
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e. Ethnomusicology

The study of “sound cultures”

Trevor Pinch: studies online music 

communities like that which emerged around 

SONY’s “AcidPlanet” looping software.

Roy “Futureman” Wooten: studies the history 

of music cross-culturally (e.g. the “Black 

Mozart”) and ponders the metaphors science 

uses to describe the universe (Big Bang or 

Big Orgasm?)

N.2. Meaning and Myth

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

how language affects culture.
Cultural Myths are often studied by sociolinguists
(like Joseph Campbell and Claude Levi-Strauss).

i. Myths concentrate meaning into powerful 
stories that are passed down within and 
between cultures – they help us understand 
the EXPERIENCE of LIFE.

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

N.2. Meaning and Myth

iii. Myths last for long periods of time, 
because of the relevance of these 
themes in all human culture.

For example, look at how Greek mythology is incorporated 
to the modern world.

iv. 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.youtube.com/watch?v=IKvHp-Tyu2M
http://www.puremusic.com/74future.html
http://www.puremusic.com/74future.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFEP-aozOmI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFEP-aozOmI
http://www.pacificnet.net/~johnr/aesop/
http://www.windows.ucar.edu/tour/link=/mythology/myths.html&edu=high
http://thanasis.com/modern/
http://www.snopes.com/
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N.2. Meaning and Myth

v. Mythology is often studied by 
sociolinguists to better understand a 
culture.

Myth is metaphorical. It uses “narratives,” or stories, 
to express common human themes.

- Pass on common human “monomyths” (like creation); 

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

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

Harry Potter ) – the creation of archetypes

- Set out on spiritual adventures (life is a journey)

(ex: The Odyssey)

- Transform consciousness (be reborn).
(ex: Campbell on Rebirth 2:19; on the American myth 3 min.)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9iUjz7aELY&feature=related
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oroborus
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8AG4rlGkCRU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D2SDXLWR77Q
http://www.rollins.edu/Foreign_Lang/Russian/dragon.html
http://www.folkstory.com/articles/petersburg.html
http://www.unomaha.edu/jrf/thematrix.htm
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbspxKvb1Vs&feature=related
http://www.mythweb.com/odyssey/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y1ChrYH1ix4
http://www.5min.com/Video/The-Mythology-of-America-304234437

