gesticulate the point. He would make his wishes known, give warnings, perhaps
develop a social system like that of bees and ants, with such a wonderful efficiency
of communal enterprise that all men would have plenty to eat, warm apartments – all
exactly alike and perfectly convenient – to live in, and everybody could and would
sit in the sun or by the fire, as the climate demanded, not talking but just basking,
with every want satisfied, most of his life. The young would romp and make love,
the old would sleep, the middle-aged would do the routine work almost
unconsciously and eat a great deal. But that would be the life of a social,
superintelligent, purely sign-using animal.
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explores how language separates humans from the rest of the animal kingdom. She
contends that the use of symbols – in addition to the use of signs that animals also
use – frees humans not only to react to their environment but also to think about it.
Moreover, symbols allow us to create imagery and ideas not directly related to the
real world, so that we can plan, imagine, and communicate abstractions – to do, in
essence, the things that make us human.
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A symbol is not the same thing as a sign; that is a fact that psychologists and
philosophers often overlook. All intelligent animals use signs; so do we. To them as
well as to us sounds and smells and motions are signs of food, danger, the presence
of other beings, or of rain or storm. Furthermore, some animals not only attend to
signs but produce them for the benefit of others. Dogs bark at the door to be let in;
rabbits thump to call each other; the cooing of doves and the growl of a wolf
defending his kill are unequivocal signs of feelings and intentions to be reckoned
with by other creatures.
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We use signs just as animals do, though with considerably more elaboration. We
stop at red lights and go on green; we answer calls and bells, watch the sky for
coming storms, read trouble or promise or anger in each other's eyes. That is animal
intelligence raised to the human level. Those of us who are dog lovers can probably
all tell wonderful stories of how high our dogs have sometimes risen in the scale of
clever sign interpretation and sign using.
A sign is anything that announces the existence or the imminence of some event,
the presence of a thing or a person, or a change in the state of affairs. There are signs
of the weather, signs of danger, signs of future good or evil, signs of what the past
has been. In every case a sign is closely bound up with something to be noted or
expected in experience. It is always a part of the situation to which it refers, though
the reference may be remote in space and time. In so far as we are led to note or
expect the signified event we are making correct use of a sign. This is the essence of
rational behavior, which animals show in varying degrees. It is entirely realistic,
being closely bound up with the actual objective course of history – learned by
experience, and cashed in or voided by further experience.
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If man had kept to the straight and narrow path of sign using, he would be like the
other animals, though perhaps a little brighter. He would not talk, but grunt and
1

To us who are human, it does not sound very glorious. We want to go places and
do things, own all sorts of gadgets that we do not absolutely need, and when we sit
down to take it easy we want to talk. Rights and property, social position, special
talents and virtues, and above all our ideas, are what we live for. We have gone off
on a tangent that takes us far away from the mere biological cycle that animal
generations accomplish; and that is because we can use not only signs but symbols.
A symbol differs from a sign in that it does not announce the presence of the
object, the being, condition, or whatnot, which is its meaning, but merely brings this
thing to mind. It is not a mere "substitute sign" to which we react as though it were
the object itself. The fact is that our reaction to hearing a person's name is quite
different from our reaction to the person himself. There are certain rare cases where
a symbol stands directly for its meaning: in religious experience, for instance, the
Host is not only a symbol but a Presence. But symbols in the ordinary sense are not
mystic. They are the same sort of thing that ordinary signs are; only they do not call
our attention to something necessarily present or to be physically dealt with – they
call up merely a conception of the thing they "mean."
The difference between a sign and a symbol is, in brief, that a sign causes us to
think or act in the face of the thing signified, whereas a symbol causes us to think
about the thing symbolized. Therein lies the great importance of symbolism for
human life, its power to make this life so different from any other animal biography
that generations of men have found it incredible to suppose that they were of purely
zoological origin. A sign is always embedded in reality, in a present that emerges
from the actual past and stretches to the future; but a symbol may be divorced from
reality altogether. It may refer to what is not the case, to a mere idea, a figment, a
dream. It serves, therefore, to liberate thought from the immediate stimuli of a
physically present world; and that liberation marks the essential difference between
human and nonhuman mentality. Animals think, but they think of and at things; men
think primarily about things. Words, pictures, and memory images are symbols that
may be combined and varied in a thousand ways. The result is a symbolic structure
whose meaning is a complex of all their respective meanings, and this kaleidoscope
of ideas is the typical product of the human brain that we call the "stream of
thought."
The process of transforming all direct experience into imagery or into that
supreme mode of symbolic expression, language, has so completely taken possession
of the human mind that it is not only a special talent but a dominant, organic need.
All our sense impressions leave their traces in our memory not only as signs

disposing our practical reactions in the future but also as symbols, images
representing our ideas of things; and the tendency to manipulate ideas, to combine
and abstract, mix and extend them by playing with symbols, is man's outstanding
characteristic. It seems to be what his brain most naturally and spontaneously does.
Therefore his primitive mental function is not judging reality, but dreaming his
desires.
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order to define its own moral attitudes, so a scientist wrestles with the mere
presentation of "the facts" before he can reason about them. The process of
envisaging facts, values, hopes, and fears underlies our whole behavior pattern; and
this process is reflected in the evolution of an extraordinary phenomenon found
always, and only, in human societies – the phenomenon of language.
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Dreaming is apparently a basic function of human brains, for it is free and
unexhausting like our metabolism, heartbeat, and breath. It is easier to dream than
not to dream, as it is easier to breathe than to refrain from breathing. The symbolic
character of dreams is fairly well established. Symbol mongering, on this ineffectual,
uncritical level, seems to be instinctive, the fulfillment of an elementary need rather
than the purposeful exercise of a high and difficult talent.
The special power of man's mind rests on the evolution of this special activity, not
on any transcendently high development of animal intelligence. We are not
immeasurably higher than other animals; we are different. We have a biological need
and with it a biological gift that they do not share.
Because man has not only the ability but the constant need of conceiving what has
happened to him, what surrounds him, what is demanded of him – in short, of
symbolizing nature, himself, and his hopes and fears – he has a constant and crying
need of expression. What he cannot express, he cannot conceive; what he cannot
conceive is chaos, and fills him with terror.
If we bear in mind this all-important craving for expression we get a new picture
of man's behavior; for from this trait spring his powers and his weaknesses. The
process of symbolic transformation that all our experiences undergo is nothing more
nor less than the process of conception, underlying the human faculties of
abstraction and imagination.
When we are faced with a strange or difficult situation, we cannot react directly,
as other creatures do, with flight, aggression, or any such simple instinctive pattern.
Our whole reaction depends on how we manage to conceive the situation – whether
we cast it in a definite dramatic form, whether we see it as a disaster, a challenge, a
fulfillment of doom, or a fiat of the Divine Will. In words or dreamlike images, in
artistic or religious or even in cynical form, we must construe the events of life.
There is great virtue in the figure of speech, "I can make nothing of it," to express a
failure to understand something. Thought and memory are processes of making the
thought content and the memory image; the pattern of our ideas is given by the
symbols through which we express them. And in the course of manipulating those
symbols we inevitably distort the original experience, as we abstract certain features
of it, embroider and reinforce those features with other ideas, until the conception we
project on the screen of memory is quite different from anything in our real history.
Conception is a necessary and elementary process; what we do with our
conceptions is another story. That is the entire history of human culture – of
intelligence and morality, folly and superstition, ritual, language, and the arts – all
the phenomena that set man apart from, and above, the rest of the animal kingdom.
As the religious mind has to make all human history a drama of sin and salvation in
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Language is the highest and most amazing achievement of the symbolistic human
mind. The power it bestows is almost inestimable, for without it anything properly
called "thought" is impossible. The line between man and beast – between the
highest ape and the lowest savage – is the language line. Whether the primitive
Neanderthal man was anthropoid or human depends less on his cranial capacity, his
upright posture, or even his use of tools and fire, than on one issue we shall probably
never be able to settle – whether or not he spoke.
In all physical traits and practical responses, such as skills and visual judgments,
we can find a certain continuity between animal and human mentality. Sign using is
an ever evolving, ever improving function throughout the whole animal kingdom,
from the lowly worm that shrinks into his hole at the sound of an approaching foot,
to the dog obeying his master's command, and even to the learned scientist who
watches the movements of an index needle.
The continuity of the sign-using talent has led psychologists to the belief that
language is evolved from the vocal expressions, grunts and coos and cries, whereby
animals vent their feelings or signal their fellows; that man has elaborated this sort of
communion to the point where it makes a perfect exchange of ideas possible.
I do not believe that this doctrine of the origin of language is correct. The essence
of language is symbolic, not signific; we use it first and most vitally to formulate and
hold ideas in our own minds. Conception, not social control, is its first and foremost
benefit.
Watch a young child that is just learning to speak play with a toy; he says the
name of the object, e.g.: "Horsey! horsey! horsey!" over and over again, looks at the
object, moves it, always saying the name to himself or to the world at large. It's quite
a time before he talks to anyone in particular; he talks first of all to himself. This is
his way of forming and fixing the conception of the object in his mind, and around
this conception all his knowledge of it grows. Names are the essence of language; for
the name is what abstracts the conception of the horse from the horse itself, and lets
the mere idea recur at the speaking of the name. This permits the conception
gathered from one horse experience to be exemplified again by another instance of a
horse, so that the notion embodied in the name is a general notion.
To this end, the baby uses a word long before he asks for the object; when he
wants his horsey he is likely to cry and fret, because he is reacting to an actual
environment, not forming ideas. He uses the animal language of signs for his wants;
talking is still a purely symbolic process – its practical value has not really impressed
him yet.
Language need not be vocal; it may be purely visual, like written language, or
even tactual, like the deaf-mute system of speech; but it must be denotative. The

sounds, intended or unintended, whereby animals communicate do not constitute a
language because they are signs, not names. They never fall into an organic pattern,
a meaningful syntax of even the most rudimentary sort, as all language seems to do
with a sort of driving necessity. That is because signs refer to actual situations, in
which things have obvious relations to each other that require only to be noted; but
symbols refer to ideas, which are not physically there for inspection, so their
connections and features have to be represented. This gives all true language a
natural tendency toward growth and development, which seems almost like a life of
its own. Languages are not invented; they grow with our need for expression.
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In contrast, animal "speech" never has a structure. It is merely an emotional
response. Apes may greet their ration of yams with a shout of "Nga!" But they do
not say "Nga" between meals. If they could talk about their yams instead of just
saluting them, they would be the most primitive men instead of the most anthropoid
of beasts. They would have ideas, and tell each other things true and false, rational or
irrational; they would make plans and invent laws and sing their own praises, as men
do.

1.

Define what Langer refers to as a sign. Define symbol. Why is the distinction
between the two so important?

2.

What is the essential difference between the way animals “think” and the way
humans think? How has that changed human mental function at an organic
level? How has the biological change affected our development in relation to
animals?

3.

What does Langer mean when she says, “In words or dreamlike images…we
must construe the events of life” (13)? How does this claim relate to the process
of conception?

4.

Comment on the statements Langer makes in paragraph 11. As she claims, do
you feel the need to conceptualize and to express? Explain.
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