Chapter 8A—The Symbolic Animal 1

Chapter 8
The Symbolic Animal


The rise of the symbolic animal that is the human being is a history of coincidences, resulting in a true novelty, the phenomenon of mind, not just mentality. Mind, in the fully human sense, according to Langer, is defined by the rise of language and thought, and it is rooted in the power of symbols and symbol use. This is what is ‘special’ about human beings. But to arrive at this special place in nature the Hominidae had to pass through a long process of specialization on multiple levels. This specialization also entailed a process of growth and elaboration of feeling, connected with the supreme brain possessed by humans. These processes had, to be sure, a genetic base, whose potentialities were expressed through long-term tendencies in a variety of ambient conditions. Evolution proceeds through the development and selection of inherited genetic potentialities, which are elicited by both internal and external conditions, although “organisms always contain vast numbers of inactive genes” (M 241). At the same time there are many alternative ways for organisms to live. No asset is indispensable “until it has become so by being exploited” (M 242). Specialization, as Langer understands it, is one of the cardinal principles of evolution, but it implies no teleological tendency. The different types of specialization both enable and preclude certain types of ‘fit’ between organisms and their ambients. Moles, beavers and oysters represent different examples of this.

Specialization does not necessarily lead to “fixation in a narrow ambient or to over-growth of special features” such as horns, tusks, or scales. The oyster and the clam are not paradigms for other organisms. The development of the flexible and multi-functional cat’s mouth and of the elephant’s trunk are tremendous assets. In the case of the elephant, Langer claims, “by making this organ a prehensile effector as well as a double receptor, the development of the elephant’s nose into a trunk has given him an asset surpassed only by the human hand” (M 244). The human hand, we will see, is a pivotal instrument of humanization, allowing a distinctive range of behavioral acts, which, of course, are more variable than the acts of growth and form that gave rise to it. “Some special traits, behavioral or anatomic, found in very distantly related animals are, however, probably not convergent developments, but similar potentialities at different stages of realization” (M 244). The ultimate thrust of Langer’s discussion of specialization as a general problem is that “vast possibilities are handed down from unimaginable antiquity, to be brought to light by coincidences of organic and ambient conditions” (M 245). Humans are not so radically different genetically from other organisms, even plants, Langer holds, “but the particular turn his development has taken has shifted his mental functions into a new dimension,” even if humans are “probably as full of unrealized potentialities as the lower creatures” (M 245). 

Human specialization is exemplified in a number of distinctively human features, operative prior to symbolization. We have, it appears, no evidence of a “prehensile proto-human foot” (M 246). There is no fossil record of an “evolutionary halfway station between the simian and the human foot” (M 246). This anatomical specialization is an enabling condition of both the upright posture and the human use of the hand. The primate foot that we actually have has simply not been modified in the direction of the ape’s, but has retained, indeed amplified or potentiated, the “common cursorial form” (M 246). As to the human hand and arm, they “show the typical anthropoid form, specialized for climbing and reaching, clinging and swinging, catching, holding, perhaps even brachiating” (M 247). At the same time, humans remained fundamentally terrestrial as well as omnivorous, combining harvesting and hunting. It is purely speculative and deeply hypothetical just how the upright posture played its role in the evolution of “large-brained, small-faced bipeds” that we are. Whatever the actual mechanisms, due to a bipedal bearing, there emerged greater and greater differences between humanoids and ‘the others,’ centered in the specialization of the brain and the evolution of the cerebral complex. The electro-chemical substrate of these anatomical structures, when reaching their highest intensity, 

…are most ready to attain psychical levels. This leads to a great refinement and quickening of every sort of feeling, peripheral and central, i.e., receptive, somatic, emotive, or of nameless other kinds; and it is in this advance that further changes, facilitated or even motivated by the erect carriage, have fallen in with the paramount change, to support it on its evolutionary course. (M 250)
Here is found the significance of the freeing of the hands, a major asset in the process of humanization. 


While it is clear that the hand has a definite manipulative power, its greatest role is due to “its gradual specialization as a sense organ” (M 251). The hand’s sensibility is epicritical—matched perhaps only by the elephant’s trunk but not by many creatures’ vibrissae. It mediates a wealth of perceptual details.
But the human hand is a complex organ in which the distribution of sensory nerves and the extremely refined musculature coincide, as they do in our eyes and ears, to implement perception or form, location, size, weight, penetrability, mobility and many consequent values. (M 251)
Hence, the qualities of surfaces (rough, smooth, varied, patterned) and as well as their thermal characters are grasped through the hand’s wide variety of movements, fingerings, and coordinations. The two hands working together, both in terms of surface sensory reactions and underlying structures, mediate a single complex impression. They are

…engaged together in the tactual perception of substances: feelings of pressure and release of pressure, of warm and cold impingements, pin-pointed encounters with resistance, oiliness, wetness, and mixtures like sliminess, hairiness, stickiness. The result is that we have not only a report of surface and edges, but of volume imbued with multimodal, often nameless qualities. (M 251

Langer acknowledges previous work on the sensory capacity of the hand by Katz and Révész, which focussed on detection of form for practical purposes or the recognition of the purely ‘functional’ nature of a tactual perception, which is in some ways analogous to a glance at an object. The ‘thing’  and the hand are not treated in their full cultural importance due to an oversight of “the aesthetic perceptiveness of the hand” (M 252). Here we have the strong phenomenon of our reception of aesthetic qualities,
…purely tactual pleasure as of cool or warm waters, living grass, leaves and petals, fur or human hair, and, contrariwise, repellent impingements of crude, grimy or decayed matter, unhealthy skin, contacts which may invoke disgust and even downright horror. That seems to be a human response; apes will pick up the filthiest items. (M 252)
Langer remarks, looking ahead to later discussions, that aesthetic tactual values are transformed and easily take on metaphorical significance. So, ‘hard,’ ‘soft,’ ‘liquid,’ ‘rough’ and a host of other terms taken from the tactual domain get taken up into speech and from their earliest uses “designate more than tactual qualities” (M 252). They “meet and merge” with emotional elements that are not existentially current, such as sexual, maternal, or hostile feeling toward other beings. In this way they become “modes of consciousness, felt attitudes, which motivate the earliest artistic expressions, dance and vocalization” (M 252). Thus the incredible development of the human fingertips and the wide range of activities in which they engage.

The perceptiveness of the hand is just one, albeit extremely important, component in the human high development of sensibiity, “especially in articulated, usable sensibility” (M 253). The forward-directedness of the eyes is “another chance asset for the enhancement of sensibility, for such eyes can be focused together on an object, and for near vision binocular focus certainly yields greater precision than any other method of fixating objects” (M 253). The complex of upright posture, made possible by the distinctively human foot, the incredibly developed hand, the placement of the eyes and the growth of a large cerebral mass, make up a “whole complex” unlike any other in the animal world. The human brain becomes the point of intersection and fons et origo of human powers, the locus for the differentia specifica between man and beast. Here Langer follows Arnold Gehlen in marking this difference, which is marked by the production and use of symbols and their paramount value in all our further mental functions, their distinction from the alleged ‘signals’ of animal communication and from symptoms or other indicators, and the subjective-objective dialectic pattern that builds up ‘experience’ of the human sort” (M 253). This pattern is further marked by the developing habit of finishing many impulses, which would otherwise overwhelm the organism, not physically as direct responses, but in the brain, in mental acts. (M 253) Behavioral consummation goes over into the formation of images, clearly in the visual system or in the musculature system by means of a “momentary tensing of muscles and a fleeting fantasy of aggressive response, which stands in for the unperformed act” (M 253).

This activity of the internalization of impulse and its transformation into images is not purely defensive, a way of dealing with a surplus of impressions. The overstimulation of the cerebral organ, which introduces new activity, “encourages the agent to observe things that play no direct part in his current business, just to make images of them, probably without knowing that he is doing so. This practice widens his ambient inestimably far beyond any other creature’s” (M 254).  Indeed, there is created a kind of ‘inner ambient’ in which cerebral acts are completed that could be overtly consummated, exemplified paradigmatically in dreams. Humans can produce fictitious images, which remain internal to the organism, and which “change the ‘set’ or ‘mood’ of the responding organism” rather than eliciting overt reactions. Some persons have a tendency to “produce purely fictive original percepts, either involuntarily (as in dream) or by volition, which are followed by after-images, just as externally induced object visions are” (M 255). The common optic structures of primate brains, embodied in a “neural mechanism of visual imagination,” at least in humans, allows, therefore, the production of retinal images in the absence of objects. This function, the function of imagination, can be, indeed has been, extended into other sensory systems and be thereby established as a “cortical faculty in its own right. Here it becomes the groundwork of a symbolization, conception, and all other peculiarly human forms of cerebration; the evolution of mind is on its way” (M 255).

It is at this point, finally, that Langer turns explicitly and thematically to the intertwining of symbols and the evolution of mind. What does she propose here?
Langer begins her discussion of symbols and the evolution of mind by noting that the cortical development of the Hominidae is connected with, she does not say, “caused by,” constant activation, leading to “a high, steady, ever-accelerating development” (M 256). There consequently develops in such an endowed organism a massive differentiation and mutual conditionings of acts and impulses, depending on the various situations, internal and external, in which the organism stands. Langer does not engage the structure of symbols immediately and head-on. Following resolutely her genetic path, she starts the discussion of the evolution of symbols with an analysis of the formal structures of perception, the grasping of a fixated shape. Following up some hints from Donald Hebb and others she foregrounds first the ‘phase structure’ of attention and of perception. Perception is not really an uninterrupted steady or unchanging ‘state,’ but rather “a slowly advancing act: by frequent, though irregular, recurrence of an effective stimulus in a phase sequence of related acts” (M 257). This notion we are already familiar with. Langer also specifies another way of renewing the matrix of perceptual impulses, namely, directly repeated acts have a tendency “to set up a rhythm by their own characteristic rise and fall” (M 258). Attention rhythms, Langer thinks, “depend on peripheral stimuli and vary with the sensory modalities involved,” but the “rhythms of thought seem to be determined by central action” (M 258). 
Langer tries to trace an arc, rooted in cerebral activity, from the phenomenon of REM , through dreams and the formation of images, and through the originary nature of physiognomic seeing to the rise of symbolization, which is exemplified first and foremost through the emergence of language. As usual, Langer’s procedure is to blend the empirical, the interpretative, and the conceptual-reconstructive. Langer’s ultimate concern is the articulation of feeling, culminating in the rise of the psychical phase of acts. Langer admits that the beginning of feeling is not something that can be definitively established, although she thinks it is safe to assume a behavioral point of origin, with, in the course of evolution, broadly conceived, prior levels which may have been felt sinking into a clearly non-psychical domain and others being raised to a higher level. But the organism as a matrix of acts is an integrated system of felt and unfelt acts. As to REM, Langer hypothesizes that their function is to maintain a normal and continuous level of cerebral activity, to perform “a general restimulating activity” (M 261). 
Cerebral activity, deriving from sensory impressions, however, does not have to be consummated in the musculature, leading to action and pragmatic behavior. It can, indeed in one sense must, be consummated in the brain, and not just when the organism is awake. Sensory impressions could be so overwhelming and constant that acts of perception could not fully digest them. These impressions would then only be processed when the brain has been partially relieved of its integrating function by sleep. The consummation of cerebral activities would, then, be, first of all, “the dreamed image” (M 262). So, we have the need for stimulation, the gradual increase of stimulation, and then the transformation of unprocessed percepts into dream images. This in one sense relieves our “excessive sensibility” (M 262), which cannot accomplish all its tasks in our waking state. But humans are also embroiled in “too many emotive impulses” for them to be able to spend them freely and overtly, “especially in the social context of human life” (M 262). 

Emotional reactions are always to our own impulses in situations which do not immediately let them pass into action, that is, obstructions, long or briefly met needs, and especially conflicting motivations, which may be large or almost imperceptibly small. The small ones are the neglected ones, of which we may take no notice at all. They just belong to the fabric of the ever-moving situation in which one lives. Yet they may summate to impart a general feeling tone to the passage of life in its situational context. (M 262)
This notion of a feeling tone is, I think, the same as Whitehead’s notion of an affective tone. Dewey’s rich and nuanced analysis of ‘quality’ supports and expands the point, too.

Dreams are called “symbolic forms” by Langer. The dream image is, in spite of being ‘composed,’ “one momentary apparition” (M 262). The old sensory impressions that have been embodied in it is “a quality made visible—sometimes an innocent enough object, a bag, a fishing pole, a restaurant counter—but with a feeling of unknown significance; or a creature, human or animal, with physiognomic character above all other traits. This ‘expressiveness’ is what dominates the ‘dream work’ of composition”(M 262). The emphasis on ‘physiognomic’ meaning or significance here recalls the analysis of expressive meaning by Cassirer, Dewey, and Polanyi. The image bears, indeed, “the whole cargo of emotional acts” (M 263). Even if, upon awakening, the events of the dream cannot be recalled, the actual images of the dream are colored by their affective, emotive charge. They are just as ‘really’ bound to the image as its form or its literal meaning (M 263). The dream image itself may not be appropriate to the normal, everyday experience of the dreamer. “But it is highly appropriate to primitive impulses, wishes and fantasies which cannot be allowed to enter into waking life and consequently are relegated to the covert activity of dreaming” (M 263). The materials of dreaming are subject to the distortions, contractions, and substitutions charted by Freud, with whom Langer finds herself in deep agreement, at least on these issues. These materials come from a wide variety of sources and contexts: they are derived, Langer perspicuously points out, “from unnoticed or unimportant details in previously perceived situations, events, pictures and communications” (M 263). Langer is interested in the role that “trivial, subconscious or unconscious, indirectly seen forms” play in dreams.

Langer proposes an answer that is not ultimately identical with Freud’s but that still does not negate Freud’s answer. It rather encompasses it, as she claims, and is based on her analysis of acts. ”All neglected, unrecognized though physically received impressions are unfinished business” (M 264). It is the distinctive role of imagination, in the case of dreams, to function as an “organic process of finishing frustrated perceptions as dream figments” (M 265). While in the early stages of human evolution dreaming may not have even occurred exclusively or mainly in the sleep, and may indeed have been clearly involuntary, “what finally emerged was the power of image-making” (M 265). This power is not restricted to any one sensory modality. As Langer says, “pictures, distinctive sounds and rhythmic motions are natural sources of spontaneous images, which occur especially when current stimuli are reduced—in sleep, in drowsiness, or hypnotic gazing at hearth-fire, moving water, or the like” (M 265). These last domains were subjected to deep reflective examination by Gaston Bachelard. (See Bachelard …) Moreover, the ultimate fate of dream details is to elude verbalization, both of the actual imagery and of the virtual history that together make up the major elements of dream. Both the images and the virtual history share the property of being charged with intense emotive feeling. This feeling is an expressive meaning, a qualitative meaning, a physiognomic character (M 266). These characters in the case of dreams do not have meaning purely in their own right but, as Freud argued, stand in for “entirely different” meanings and objects. 

For Langer “it is in dream that the imaginative powers are born and exercised without effort or intention, unfold, and finally possess all departments of sense and activate another great class of largely uncomprehended phenomena, the products of memory” (M 268). But dreams are only the first step in the symbolic evolution of the mind in its human form. Its undirected process is superseded by the directed process of imagination, “an entertainment of images and often verbalized concepts whereby we organize our practical knowledge and, especially, orient our emotional reactions to the ever-emergent situations which form the scaffold of life” (M 268). This is a process of “deliberate envisagement” (M 268). The objects of this envisagement are “things not present and situations not actually given” (M 268). We reach a pivotal point in the great shift with this transition: “the completion of autogenic, emotive impulses, which involves the genesis of the decisive humanizing process, symbolization” (M 268). 

For Langer a “genuine symbol” is first and foremost an instrument of conception (M 268). It is grounded in “the characteristic mental function, semantic intuition—the perception of meaning” (M 268), which has emerged out of unconscious functions, where the mechanisms of symbol-making are found, but the explicit symbolic relation of image to its corresponding concepts are not yet manifest to the image-maker. The semantic mechanisms at work here Langer takes over from Freud: condensation, distortion, and substitution. But, she makes clear, they still function apart from waking life and the public world. While in the animal world objects are closely bound to situations and the acts which are elicited by them, humans can operate with abstracted forms. 
… the pure apparition of a memory image without its setting in actions and events is arresting; and since in human memory it usually has some aura of its dream cathexis, this sudden fantasy looms up as an abstracted form, usually with a ‘physiognomic’ appearance. Apart from action, albeit only the virtual action of dream, its notable features are visual traits of shape, color, attitude and expression. Even things and surroundings may be remembered with the peculiar intensity of dream images, while the story that involves them has left no trace of its passage. (M 269)
Here we have the movement to ‘pure form.’ When such a pure form has been abstracted it can be used—indeed, is used—to interpret and to mold actual perceptions. The image and the object share an identical form, according to Langer, recognized in our power to discern sameness or similarity through semantic intuition. In the case of perception, however, the affective charge immanent in the image, its emotional quality, can pervade the perceptual object itself, since it is in a sense viewed through the lens of the image. The deep and problematic ambiguities and feeling tones of the image, rooted in the dream work, are in this way carried over to the waking world.

Langer thinks that this transition, from form perception to the sense of significance, is a momentous step. But it is still not the stage of free symbolization. The image functions like a symbol, but the significance grasped is not so much of the symbol as in the symbol. It is exemplified in physiognomic seeing, which even the animals below humans perform, but which is potentiated in the case of humans. Physiognomic seeing, “the immediate reception of expressive value in visual forms” (M 270),  is absolutely central to Langer’s whole rational reconstruction of human mentality. It is further found operative in such phenomena as “the intuitive apprehension of symbolic import in sounds, movements, shapes and rhythmic changes like swinging, revolving, and flowing” and is a kind of sense of ‘import’ without a clear and defined object (M 270). This sense of import is the perception of a significance that is “felt as a power rather than a symbolic value” and that is grasped as a physical potency rather than an intellectual potency. Langer here accepts, in effect, the anthropological thesis concerning the original form of early religious consciousness, which is an instance of ‘mythic thinking.’ But Langer thinks this primitive sense of significance is already present in the non-human world, although not functioning thematically or explicitly. It is grounded in “feelings of vague import” (M 271). 

Langer’s discussion is very familiar to students of the anthropology of religion, especially readers of Rudolf Otto. She speaks of the originary nature of the sense of awe, of the expressiveness of certain expressive forms, an aura of vague significance, and the evoking of a primitive sense of holiness. Certain figures, objects, places become endowed with a deep, even if inarticulate, significance. Behavior before these entities led to a continuation of “the tendency to formalization” (M 271). Non-practical movements before them have a tendency to become formalized. This is the realm of expressive, emotionally engendered movements, indeed, the matrix of ritual, ceremony, symbolic acts, superstition. Communal formalized action Langer sees as the necessary but not sufficient antecedent stage to ritualization, which involves a transition to explicit consciousness. Admitting that one will never know how genuine ritual actually began, Langer proceeds, echoing her discussion from Philosophy in a New Key, to offer a most tentative ‘rational reconstruction’ of the origin of speech and language. 

It is in speech that we find the pivot of the “great evolutionary shift from animal existence to human estate” (M 272). “Speech is a process which has created an instrument, language” (M 272), but Langer wants to reject out of hand the notion that what she calls “directive communication—i.e., warning, commanding and conveying information” is the original motivation of “the utterances that give rise to speech” (M 272). Following once again a seminal pair of articles by J. Donovan, she will propose a ritual dance origin of speech. But, as a close textual examination will show, the analysis is highly speculative, filled with “may have’s,” “probably’s,’ “could hardly have been’s,” and so forth. Ritual dance was not oriented, Langer hypothesizes, toward communication but toward communion. There is a movement in dance from “simian gregariousness” to “organized assemblage” (M 274), a movement from “bodily contact to mental contact” (M 274). What effected the movement? The use of formalized gesture, both vocal and somatic, which generates images, most “probably visual-kinesthetic envisagements,” which the group shares. Dance is structured and constrained by distinctive sound patterns, whether emerging from the bodies of the dancers or produced by drums, beating sticks, or something similar. These rhythmic sound patterns furnish the matrix of and elicit the acts of the participants. At the same time, Langer opines, the various sound and gestic patterns function as images which gradually were able to convey a conceptual meaning, that is, they took on a symbolic function. The patterns could have been merely expressive or clearly mimetic. “If the action . . . was, say, swinging a club, or even felt like that expansive act, the image may be of swinging, or of whirling clubs, lifted arms or what not; but whatever it is, it symbolizes the activity, the people and objects involved in it; and especially the emotional values of the event. The image with its whole cargo of feeling is the marginal effect of the sound pattern when it is intoned apart from the dance” (M 276). In this way a vocal gesture comes to “denote” an object or action, not “signalize or demand” it (M 276).  Functioning as a constructed and controlled image it becomes a “genuine conception” (M 276). The vocal fragment, part of the whole vocal-gestic structure, becomes the carrier of the symbolic function, not the private images accompanying the joint activities of the participants in the dance. 

Langer does not think that this symbolic function of vocal structures could have arisen by contract or explicit agreement or convention. “No one chose a name at all; no one had any idea of what a name was” (M 276). The noted ‘transparency,’ ‘arbitrariness,’ and ‘situation-independent’ character of ‘words’ could not possibly, Langer thinks, be present at the beginning of the great shift to human linguistic consciousness. But, Langer holds, all this is, in the last analysis, extremely conjectural. “We have no real clue to give factual support to the ‘festal’ thesis” presented by Donovan (M 277). Indeed, Langer does not think that language is really a totally unified phenomenon. 
There may be so many elements interacting to make up language that some of them may be ancient and common to many animals, some peculiar to the Hominidae, some to mankind alone. So, for instance, the two quite separate elements of reference and of direct address to one or more persons may stem from different sources and have entered into language at different times. But surely the catalyst which precipitated the new and unique power of speech was symbolic conception, the intuition of meaning. (M 277)
In this way the need for contact between fellow creatures, which is a practically universal phenomenon among “higher creatures,” in the case of humans shifts from actual to symbolic levels (M 278). The symbolic function takes over from a broken instinctive unity. All of the human being’s imaginative powers get “concentrated on a symbolic act to develop and hold the nascent conception at the heart of it, and to let other equally vague figments become entrained by its formulation in the course of its awesome, prerational, gestic and vocal expression” (M 279). This is a process of “freeing a fragment of the vocal pattern” to function for a very different use and extraneous application, and this does not necessarily emerge as an effect or concomitant of the celebration of communion. 

There is needed another step that encompasses “more elements of thought and envisagement” (M 279) than festal celebration, exemplifed in group dance. Langer proposes magic-making. Langer’s position on magic is actually structural rather than strictly speaking genetic. Magic is clearly centered on objects with “some suggestive form, like the root of the mandrake, many naturally sculptured forms of stone or wood, physiognomic aspects of old trees, and things with mysterious properties, such as flints from which sparks can be struck and conch shells wherein the roar of the ocean sounds when they are held to one’s ear” (M 279). Magic involves power, where symbolism and causal efficacy get fused and identified. But magic involves enactment and also a directive component whereby the world is ‘addressed.’ Langer will discuss magic in more detail in a later chapter. Her analysis, it is clear, is based on Cassirer’s analysis of the semiotic levels of consciousness. 

Langer looks upon ritual and myth as possible first sources of language, but she freely admits the clearly hypothetical character of her proposals. What she finds extremely improbable is that “language arose from some kind of previous communication by improvements that had survival value” (M 279). But Langer will simply not accept that animal contact is authentic communication, although one must admit that the issue is perhaps more terminological than substantive. The reason for her insistence is to mark the difference in principle between animal mentality and the human mind, in spite of her sustaining of a radically naturalistic position on the unity of nature. For her human mentality transcends the animal pattern. 

The great individuation made by subjective activity, the symbolic finishing of excessive nervous impulses within the nervous system itself, breaks the system of instinctive responses and begets the first processes of ideation, which eventuate in wild expressions, dance, magic, then the wishing of curses and blessings on other creatures and investing implements such as arrows, fishhooks or weapons with potency and luck by solemn rites, and hallowing the places for dancing or feasting with sacrificial bloodshed. Speech was born, I believe, in such high reaches of proto-human activity, and gathered form when one individual knew by the symbolic utterance of another what that other was thinking about. For with such concentrated expression came real envisagement, the beginning of reflection, thought. (M 280). 
Concentrated expression ultimately culminated in mentioning or naming, carried by a syllabic complex. In this way the speaking beings were able to “realize and hold” strange ideas and wild fantasies, which, nevertheless, at the early stage still were found within a situation where the line between imagination and fact is not stable or defined. 

For Langer the movement to mind is also dependent on the change from “animal memory to human recollection of past events, which made the time dimension of the mind” (M 280). Also, the quotidian uses of language were not the chief matrix. Quotidian uses were supervenient, she thinks, upon the less ‘realistic’ frames of ritual and magic. But Langer clearly is following Wegener’s great insight into language developing by emendation and division, that is, by the gradual distillation or segmentation of global utterances into “smaller semantic units” that were then related by means of all the paraphernalia of syntactic forms. This gave a kind of dynamism to quotidian language that the more conservative and archaic forms of symbolization did not have. 

Langer’s general ringing conclusion is the following:
The rise of language in the Hominidae marked the completion of the ‘Great Shift’ from animal to man. The power of speech transformed the genus Homo and every aspect of its ambient; for with speech came thought and remembrance, intuition, conception and reason. With words—in dim, distant and very long ages—some strange, unimaginable ancestors of ours built up the human world. (M 281)

This human world is a world of symbols, the subject of chapter 18 of Mind, ‘Symbols and the Human World.’ Let us take a closer look at what Langer has to say here.
Symbols and the Human World

Langer thinks of language as constitutive for human mentality. She speaks of the function of words as carving out and fixating objects, thus giving them a defined status and allowing them to maintain their identity across situations and perceptual occasions. Language is not to be identified with communication. “It is intrinsic to thinking, imagining, even our ways of perceiving” (M-II 318). The originary act of the mind is identification “of any items of experience evoking expectation or interest” (M-II 318). Identification leads to classification, the establishing of dominant orders, but there is no one paradigmatic, language-independent classification system,  although humans are liable to treat their classification systems as ‘natural.’ Language divides the world up into objects, acts, beings, conditions, or events and then further into kinds, which group the aforementioned. It informs thinking, to be sure, Langer says, but “the influence of language goes even further, for it extends into people’s ways of perceiving what meets their senses” ((M-II 319). Not only might the categories of our thinking be different is we indwelt a different system or mode of speech, but our deepest perceptual commitments would be different, too. But no language-system is in any real sense ‘primitive.’

Langer returns time and again to the notion that “language is not a code invented as a signaling device or, indeed, for any other purpose, but is a biological trait of mankind” (M-II 324). As a system each language is adequate for what it has to do, that is, it satisfies the “mental needs and capacities of the society” in which it is found (M-II 324). Separate languages go their own way from a common root in a quite autonomous fashion. Language penetrates into the deepest part of the human estate, into the emotive and instinctive realm, and “lifts them from their animalian state to a new, peculiarly human level” ((M-II 324). At the same time it penetrates into all sort of higher, principally cortical mechanisms. Thus, while communication is clearly one of the functions of language, it is the ‘cognitive’ role of language, which is entirely ‘natural,’ that Langer wants to insist upon. 
Langer returns in this chapter to the problem of the ‘beginning’ of language. One of the noticeable biological facts is the “trait of vocalizing in the course of some well-formed, repetitious actions,” which humans share with many other creatures. One is not only engulfted in the activity, with all the attendant feedback, but engulfed in a deep sensory way with the sounds. Vocal elements could have developed to accompany various types of activities, even taking on a kind of autonomous development and differentiation. The development of the cerebral hemispheres along with the progressive development of the sound repertoire “favored the potentialities of speech” (M-II 327). Indeed, the asymmetric development of the brain indicates a deep somatic base for language, as even more recent research has shown. (See Deacon)
A further component in the development of language as a symbolic tool, rather than a primarily communicative one, is connected with the peculiarity of the human hand, a topic we have already touched upon. In what, once again, does the superiority and distinctiveness of the human hand consist? Not primarily in its prehensile uses, Langer answers, but rather in its “epicritical sensibility and its expressive power” (M-II 329). Human handedness and human speech develop together, with a clear cortical substrate and support, both making up a hemispheric dominance that is peculiar to humans. The dominant hemisphere in humans is where symbolic thinking and purposeful manipulation of objects are intertwined and rooted. Language, consequently, is, from the biological side, rooted in cerebral specialization, though it was not ‘caused’ by it, while on the ‘semiotic’ side it is rooted in distinctively symbolic, not communicative functions. The word, in Langer’s way of thinking, “holds a concept, while percepts change and leave nothing but a conceptual trail of successive phases of an over-all event, symbolized by the ‘word’” (M-II 333). The problem is how to hold the various phases together. In the case of vision or visual impressions we have an on-going way to hold the phases together in space since they are ‘psychically co-present’ (M-II 333). In the case of hearing, however, which is crucial in the production and perception of speech, the ‘specious present’ that holds the phases together is extended not in space, but in time. “Time is the new dimension which verbalizing and its mental consequence, symbolic thinking, have imposed on the human ambient, making it a world, with a homogeneous spatial frame and a history” (M-II 333). 
The consciousness of time generates memory. At its most basic level short-term  or current memory is needed to maintain the unity of an evolving act, since one has to ‘remember the purpose.’ In the case of hearing and understanding a piece of discourse, such as a sentence, or a melody, “it is essential that each subact be remembered at least to the extent of psychically retaining its contribution to the advancing conception of the whole” (M-II 335-336).  This is a process of cumulative retention and it manifests part of the operative logic of the great transition of humans out of the rest of the primate order. Cumulative retention generates time-consciousness as a permanent background to human existence. In fact, Langer ultimately distinguishes five different types of memory: (1) old childhood memories, (2) biographical memory, (3) factual memory, (4) inductive memory, the power of memorizing, and (5) a primitive sort of memory such as “object memory, the basis of recognition” (M-II 330-340). This mixture of types of memory most likely arises from different mental functions. But the possibility of ‘thinking again,’ which is the heart of memory, is deeply connected with symbolism, for “it is the symbol—whatever it may be—that can be envisaged, thought, and thought again” (M-II 340). 
Memory on its most elementary level gives rise to ‘knowledge by acquaintance.’ This type of knowledge is based on our ability to automatically isolate a stimulus from rival impingements by an act of attention that “abstracts a percept from the whole sensuous array, and this percept promptly takes on the character of an image, without requiring much spontaneous imagination” (M-II 341). Indeed, Langer goes on to say that “the percept is a hybrid of sense impression and dreamlike image” (M-II 341). But the percept can be not just an object, but a scene, a dramatic pattern rather than a set of factual impressions, involving a “constant dialectic of sensory and imaginative activity,” which make up the fabric of human ‘experience,’ and which make up human memory, “a psychical background of each normal person’s current consciousness and future envisagement. It is this structure that constitutes what we mean by the ‘life of the mind’” (M-II 342). This life is an intricate web of peripheral impact and autonomous action, or objective and subjective feeling. Every objective impingement on our senses gets “emotionally tinged and subjectified” (M-II 342). This process of subjectification entails, Langer thinks, that “every internal feeling tends to issue in a symbol which gives it an objective status, even if only transiently” (M-II 342). There is a swing and sway and wide diversity between “emotional, subjective, creative impulses and analytic perception and symbolic objectification” to be found around the world (M-II 342). But the end result, no matter what the weighting, is the development of a “sense of pastness” which is constitutive of biographical memory. This type of memory is, Langer rightly asserts, “about the most complex mental function of ordinary human life, running like a spine through each indvidual history, and concatenating the human agent’s mental acts into a life of the mind” (M-II 344). This life is marked by “the felt dialectic of sensory impact and conceptual interpretation” (M-II 344), operating at all levels of human experience. 
There is, however, no unbroken flow of memory, especially on the social and public level. “History is a fabric of memories, convergent circumstantial evidence (i.e., records, chronicles) and rational construction; it is like a fine, strong, woven web in which there is hardly a single thread that could bear much of any sharp pull on itself alone without breaking” (M-II 344). But the formative element of biorgraphical memory for Langer is thought to be verbal conception. This seems to be the conditio sine qua non of a creature’s being able to have a sequential memory of its life. Here is another role for language and propositional thinking. Indeed, language is even involved in a special way in the performance of inductive memory by reason of a kind of self-induction that is involved in ‘committing something to memory” or “learning by heart” (M-II 345). Langer draws here a most insightful parallel between memorizing language and the processes “involved in memorizing music and possibly ritual movements, elaborate gestures as in dance and other essentially rhythmic actions” (M-II 345). Rhythm penetrates all these processes.
Langer recurs often to the universal relevance of language. It “penetrates the entire system of cerebral activities, so that perception and fantasy and memory, intuition and even dreaming take their special human forms under its continual and increasing influence”  (M-II 345). There is a kind of negative evidence from the pathology of language that shows the incredible diversity of tasks and categories that are joined together in a unity and which can fall apart, with differential loss of the ability to name or even recognize animate or inanimate objects, for instance. 
It appears that some process of classification goes on before any conscious conceptual identification of objects. The basic perceptual distinctions and imposition of categories on experience, though apparently peculiar to humanity and therefore, in evolutionary terms, higher processes based on general primate mentation, seem to pervade and modify the elementary functions on which they have grown up. (M-II 346)
This preconscious activity parallels similar types of processes of valuation, as we have already seen. This imposition of categories is a complex, multi-layered process, rooted in a universal human ability that has been “built up from a great number of mental traits, entrained in the course of a long cerebral evolution by the basic process of finishing excessive neural impulses in the brain itself as symbolic images and utterances” (M-II 347). 

The pathology of language shows the multiform nature of this cerebral embedding of language and the multiple roles language plays in building up the human world. Langer is of the opinion that, for example, the “rhythm and continuity of communicative speech and the conceptual use of words are distinct elements, which may be of different origin” (M-II 348). While Donovan’s thesis of the festal or dance origin of speech may bear upon the first, the origin of the second may be much more mundane and practical, bound to the immediate life world. Langer recognizes also that normally words do not have sharply defined meanings as elements of a code but are bound together in a relational complex such that the blocking of one word often results in the accession of another that is sufficiently related for the choice not to be arbitrary. They belong to the same conceptual range or sphere of consciousness. Karl Bühler made a similar point in his language theory, as did many other ‘linguistic field’ theorists in the early part of the 20th century, such as Jost Trier. Moreover, the naming and reading of numbers seems to escape from damage when other words, “spoken or written, can no longer be produced at will” (M-II 349). Indeed, Langer thinks that it is possible that number concepts do not belong to our ordinary vocabulary repertoire, but developed possibly by other means than number words, whether gestic or otherwise. Though language absorbed and transformed the number sense, it is still possible that it has retained a kind of independence. “A similar distinction sometimes appears in the apprehension of musical form and the ability to read musical notation despite verbal aphasia and alexia. Such notation belongs to no alphabetical writing, i.e., renders no words of any language, and heard or read musical forms have no linguistic meanings, so (like numbers) they may escape the influence of disease affecting the capacity to use words, or written symbols for spoken words” (M-II 350). 

The conclusion for Langer is to recognize “the complexity and spread of the origins from which man’s ability to talk has arisen” (M-II 350). The complexity is to be found not just on the production side but also on the reception side. Listening involves “more than auditory reception, namely, a play of impulses which reach the speech apparatus without coming to overt expression” (M-II 351). Language penetrates deep down into human perceptual and emotive systems. Its development “bears all the marks of organic process” (M-II 351). Metaphor becomes pervasive, giving “richness and vivid quality” to speech. Indeed, “in its totality, its sound and rhythm and especially its figurative expressions, it reflects the tempo and emotional base line of the population that speaks and thinks in it; and thought which rises far above that level is apt to employ unusual words and metaphors” (M-II 351). Archaic and foreign languages are used in religious ceremonies for various reasons: to frame the religious ritual and separate it off from the commonplace, to give a specific aesthetic force to the ceremonies, of even to reaffirm a first language of worship for those who have been displaced from their emotional foundations. Polyglotism reveals even more aspects of the penetration of language. Poetic ability is rarely found beyond bilingualism (Nabokov is perhaps one of the great exceptions). In case of brain lesions it is often later-acquired languages that are lost, though there are exceptions. Polyglot persons will find that they select a language depending on the task at hand, including the change of interlocutor. “A language fully possessed is a system of conception; its figures of speech are figures of thought” (M-II 353). But language reaches far beyond thought, far beyond “cortical, rational and semi-rational processes” (M-II 353). It penetrates into “the emotional sphere, coloring fantasies and wishes and even perceptions; some moods dispose a polyglot individual to favor his earliest, babyhood language, some a later-acquired one if, for instance, it seems more adult and public” (M-II 353). Surprisingly, Langer even thinks that all dream material “passes through the speech apparatus, where the ‘dream thought’ is sub-verbally formed; which means that those illustrated narratives, our dreams, are something thought” (M-II 353). 

Langer thinks of the mind as being extraordinarily complex and many-faceted. This is apparent from the tenor and vast array of topics she passes in review in the chapter on symbols and the human world. Acts intervene upon acts in unexpected and powerful ways, overriding the pivotal distinction running through Langer’s thought of peripheral impact, coming from outside, and autogenic action, originating from within. In one sense our own thoughts can interrupt our ‘train of thoughts.’ The inside has its own outside, and can feel the supervenient thought as impact. “The human brain is so elaborate, and functionally so departmentalized, that one act may impinge on a whole system of other processes; and one word may be the symbol that triggers such a mental and even physical emergency” (M-II 354). 

The unique trait of humans is symbolic conception and expression, which have an enormous intraorganic influence. These powers are first of all powers for the communication of ideas, even to oneself, in such a way that they transcend the present situation. The origin of the concept of reality is found here, Langer thinks, arising in verbal intercourse and communication, which function in a realm of values in principle different from those of the other animals. 
It is in society, and more particularly in the verbal intercourse called conversation, that men have acquired what the most intelligent other animals have never developed—intellect. Animal mentation and human intellect rest on different principles. The most organized animal community is not comparable to human society, for only the latter is based on intellectual and moral values—personal responsibility, standards of justice, honor and loyalty to a social order. Society, like the spatiotemporal world itself, is a creation of man’s specialized modes of feeling—perception, imagination, conceptual thought and the understanding of language. The rise of his typical way of life as a member of a continuous recognized society, built up on the ancient and gradual separation of the evolving Hominidae from all other, differentially evolving primate lines, in its advance constantly epitomizes the great shift from beast to man. (M-II 355).


The extraorganic consequences of this great shift Langer will trace and discuss in the third and final volume of her trilogy, which continues her methodology of combining philosophical reflection with scientific ‘speculation.’ In this volume Langer turns to the cultural ‘big picture,’ recapitulating some of the great themes of her earlier work such as the symbolic nature of  myth and ritual and the movement to the ‘scientific’ world view and at the same time broaching in a systematic way topics that have been latent in her reflections up to now: the discovery of death and the rise of the tragic vision of life, the symbolic import of the rise and breaking of ‘high civilizations.’ These are admittedly weighty and complicated topics, which we can only sketch here. Our main task is to see how such concerns grow organically and even necessarily out of the main trajectories of Langer’s previous concerns.

Langer wants to support at every stage her sober semiotic naturalism. There are no breaks in nature, coming in from the ‘outside.’ At the same time, Langer is no reductionist, as we have seen. Mind, in the human sense, is not just animal mentality writ large. It is built on a different principle, the principle of symbolization. The first human beings were “symbol-mongers” (M-III 4). But, rather than starting with the arbitrary ‘invention’ of symbols Langer foregrounds the phenomenon of physiognomic seeing, which isolates “visual forms by their physiognomic appearances more than by contours, textures, or colors, seeing unreal shapes, eyes, and potential movement everywhere in the bush” (M-III 4). (See Stewart Guthrie, Faces in the Cloud) Physiognomic seeing, however, is not just a way of grasping a kind of significance that is ‘qualitative,’ but it perceives the world consonant with the act-character that is ascribed to events. “The natural way to imagine an event is in the form of an act,” although there is no necessity in all cases to hypothesize an agent ‘behind’ the act. The key insight, Langer thinks, is to realize that it is a serious mistake to project the ‘scientific attitude’ back into the first stages of symbolization that mark ‘the primitive mind.’ It is Langer’s deepest thesis that the great amount of data bearing upon the logic of myth and of mythic consciousness is to be found in the complex of categories that include principally the act form and motivation. 

Langer is certainly right in asserting that the ‘primitive symbolic mind’ did not operate according the logic of scientific causality. Both practical and imaginative activity were governed by the logic of motivation. The premise was: there are no unmotivated events, which is very different from thinking of the world in terms of an interlocked system of causes and effect. The world was thought of in terms of actions and events, not causes and effects. “The world picture created by the ‘scientific attitude’ is, thus, radically different from the ‘natural’ view of events based on the feeling of organic processes, i.e., in the pattern of impulse, effort and realization” (M-III 8). Thinking about and acting in the world in “the mythic mode” (M-III 8) does not entail a transition to “the scientific mode” when a practical task has to be accomplished. The ‘natural’ view of events, Langer points out, is “based on the feeling of organic processes, i.e., in the pattern of impulse, effort, and realization. . . . Living and non-living things are not conceptually distinguished. . . . Even as they cook, build, plant, or shape their hunting gear, they [‘primitive’ people] handle the material as something active, not passive” (M-III 8). Ritual action, with its vocal accompaniments, enters into practical action, “making the procedure comprehensible as it is carried on. . . . The motivational conception of events expresses, by its formulation of them, the act of conceiving them; the product of thinking reflects the basic pattern of the thinking process itself, much as the living body, the product of growth, expresses the dynamics of the physiological acts of growing” (M-III 9). The primitive symbol-monger lives in a different universe from the scientific fact-monger. 

When this universe comes really to expression, with the consequent rise of imagination, “it added a whole new dimension to man’s world, the supernatural dimension” and “a prodigal imagination finds scope for marvelous inventions” (M-III 11). These inventions make up the world of myth. Langer selects a number of myths or mythic narratives to pass in review. Their details need not concern us here, but their theoretical or symbolic points are of the utmost importance. For Langer really wants to establish a distinctive form of consciousness or mode of apprehension as the key to myth. The motivational and the causal are not the same access-structures to experience nor identical interpretative frameworks. But the peculiarity of prehistoric mentality is not completely explained by such a distinction nor are they exclusive primitive traits of the logic of experience, which at any rate are still operative in our own subjective experience. Langer points out that the prehistoric mind apparently believed its assertions, even if to us they seem fantastic. What lies behind this phenomenon?

Langer, following some hints of Daniel Essertier, suggests, as a structural point,  that “assertion is one of the primary acts of mind, both in phylogeny and in ontogeny” (M-III 20). It has a double function: “affirmation of an idea and of the mind itself” (M-III 21). This function, which is clearly operative in the ‘early mind,’ is never really or entirely transcended. It not just a primitive humanizing requirement but apparently a permanent one. All humans experience the need to make assertions in order to assure themselves of their own mental power. Assertion is accompanied by a passionate feeling, what Polanyi called a persuasive passion, attendant upon a prior heuristic passion. Religious fundamentalism clearly illustrates this point, although all creedal professons, fundamentalist or not, also do so, as does science as a deeply passionate enterprise. There is, clearly, as we all know, a deep emotional value in conservatism and dogmatism. Langer has put her finger on it. Indeed, the original religious world, in Langer’s conception, was a ‘spirit-world,’ a world of agents, who indeed clearly also affirm themselves. 

The import of Langer’s analysis here is universal and has, on her reckoning, vast implications. “It is in making assertions about the world as a whole that the mind affirms itself as a whole; hence the sacredness and inviolability of the cosmic myths that are incorporated in religions” (M-III 25). Certain types of myths, or at least mythic forms, “tend to disappear as the higher divinities are developed and exalted in religious conception,” although the universal themes of origins, both of humans and of the cosmic order itself, remain and are garbed in different and new symbolic imagery (M-III 25). Langer speaks here to the deepest issues in the philosophy of religion, approaching it from the point of view of her symbolic project.
Myths of creation and long-past events, of impending dangers or conquests, and of life continued in other realms after death have been as important to man’s orientation in his mind-made world as his belief in the snake or stony rim that encircled the ocean to hold it in place, the heavens above his head and the hells beneath his feet, for as such fabled geography first gave the world spatial dimensions, so the myths of origins and superhuman adventure have given it the character of duration, or time. (M-III 26)

Motivational thinking, which Langer calls “intuitive perception” (M-III 26), does not think of time as a linear one-dimensional structure that is indifferently divisible into units. For such a form of thinking “time is a stream of acts” (M-III 26) with forms, proportions, and interrelations that are integrated into an ever-present now, the specious present. This gives each moment of time a different qualitative feel, depending on the mix of events in the mode of memory. The past has both the feeling of ineluctable ‘givenness’ as well as providing “motivations of present overt and, particularly, covert acts” (M-III 26). But it is the Future, which certainly rests on many of the same elements as the Past, that makes up the “situation of emergent acts” (M-III 27). The Future is the realm of potentialities, of projects.

So, the Past exists in the mode of memory. It is closed, inalienable, and irreparable. The future is open-ended, an emergent field. “Mythical beings and acts are contemplated with a ‘sense of pastness,’ i.e., are conceived in the literary mode of memory, but their occurrence was ‘in the beginning,’ ‘very long ago,’ before mankind as it is known today existed” (M-III 28). But the Future is also removed from actuality, as in the case of mythic narratives of the ‘hereafter,’ which is a distinctively imaginary Future (M-III 29). So, mythic consciousness encompasses within the structure of a present consciousness these two ‘ecstatic’ symbolic projections of time which are filled with mythic images and narratives. These images and narratives have the same motivations as dreams, that is, they arise from and are embodied in ‘natural symbols,’ which are spontaneously produced in order to express “ideas that are intellectually too advanced, too great with implications, or emotionally too disturbing for conscious formulation and expression in words” (M-III 29). Dreams, when articulated and embodied in linguistic symbols, ultimately issue in myths. 

As to their intrinsic semiotic properties, myths share with dreams the feature of being over-determined. They, like dreams, are symbolic figments in a wide system of significance. Myths are in essence favored fantasies, stories that express and embody the deepest feelings of the group and in one way perform an emotional catharsis. Myths are not bound by a literal or discursive logic, a position we are familiar with from our discussion of Philosophy in a New Key. Myths are the places where “precocious insights” come to expression: “conceptions of life, with little distinction between human and animal or even plant life, and all the circumambient forces of nature, winds, waters, earthquake, and fire; beginnings, growth and its metamorphoses; and the intolerable, unbelievable breakdown of every personal life in death” (M-III 31). Out of the vast realm of objects and events that make up the life-world of humans arise the great “natural symbols” of uncontrollable processes, natural heroes, opportunities and threats, and so forth. The ‘culture heroes,’ deities, and spooks, which reside in the primitive imagination, are themselves over-determined and carry the deepest existential significance. Langer is offering here a framework for the hermeneutics of myth that is flexible, open-ended, and remarkably free from a rigid set of systematic and theoretical premisses and procedures.

The ultimate motivation of myth, if Langer is right, is deep, unconscious, and evolutionary. It involves, at its earliest stages, an effort “to conceive world and man in terms of symbolic imagery and dreamlike action” (M-III 32). Such an effort, however, is not restricted to myth, which has a narrative form, but is clearly and maybe more apparent in ritual, which, Langer thinks, is “almost certainly older than narrative” (M-III 32). Ritual takes its point of origin in emotional, self-expressive movement, which has both a tendency to become formalized and also the quality of a feedback structure: a kind of auto-suggestion or reciprocal suggestion. Ritual, it must be seen, is addressed to some agent. It has a sacred objective and functions by a kind of logic of enactment of attitude by those who participate in it. 
This in turn fixes the attitude and articulates more detailed symbolic elements in the ritual, exploiting the expressive possibilities of gesture, posture, utterance, and sometimes the look and feeling of manipulated objects, in which some mysterious import is seen as an inherent quality, ‘holiness,’ until the addressed being takes shape for contemplation as deity, ancestral spirit, or totem. (M-III 33)


The spirit-world, it is Langer’s proposal, arises out of this mythic-ritual matrix, which is conceptual-performative in nature, permeated by the “various beliefs in supernatural agents, enchanted places, staggered planes of existence, and the mythic past where everything began” (M-III 33). The weaving of ritual actions into everyday activities, which the anthropologists have often noted and interpreted in multiple ways, is meant to give these activities the “stamp of ancestral sanctions” (M-III 34), to enforce “patterns of sentiment” (M-III 34), and to express a sacred tradition. Anyone familiar with ritual can identify these features across many different ritual domains, including the political.  Langer thinks that the West, with the ascendancy of causal thinking, has torn this ritual sacred web, substituting for concepts of impulse and agency those of impersonal progressive events, although there is still a volatile mix of modes of thinking present in large groups of people. While such a substitution has clearly occurred in the West, Langer notes, in an insightful but incomplete discussion, that there are high civilizations that have maintained the motivational conception of the world. An exemplary case of this is ancient China, which was by no means primitive in its definitive achievements. Ancient China was based upon ritual practice, the establishing and enacting of formal frames for feeling. The meaning of these rituals can be conceived on many levels. The range in China was from “the peasantry’s primitive ancestor worship to the sage’s contemplation of the cumulative values of life underlying the successive waves of death-bound generations” (M-III 37). The point was to give form to feeling, “rather than repressing it or letting it break loose in an uncontrolled flood” (M-III 38). The hermeneutics of such rituals must break loose from literal or naïve realist assumptions as necessarily implied. While on the popular level, as opposed to the level of the sages, the spirit-world was intensely personalized, this is not necessarily the case, nor must it be. Herbert Fingarette has tried, in fact, to give a rehabilitation of ritual in his Confucius—The Secular as Sacred. At the same time, the tendency toward literalization has been historically predominant and effective, with ritual being transformed into magic, which Langer calls “this universal human foible” (M-III 39). The question is, why “such a fundamental tendency to unrealism in the most intelligent animal” (M-III 40)? The answer cannot easily be given along Darwinian lines. So, how does one attain an answer? This Langer proposes to do in her chapter on ‘The Dream of Power.’ 

What is the theoretical and conceptual point of an analysis of magic for a model of mind that is based on a comprehensive philosophy of symbolism?


Langer holds that magic must be understood in the context of the spirit-world, one of her main interpretive categories. Magic is one of the most perplexing practices in precivilized life, but Langer rejects the notion that magical acts are really just substitute acts. Its persistence and ubiquitous presence in societies “point to some deeper roots” (M-III 43). But Langer will not propose that magic is more than incidentally “a vehicle for symbolic expression of desires” (M-III 44). Indeed, paradoxically, in one sense there is something impersonal or disinterested in magic, in that the magician often is not personally involved in the material outcome of the magical act. His offices can be, and often are, hired by someone who clearly has something at stake. Magic is, in fact, “always mystical and fascinating, with some touch of the supernatural, but does not seem unnatural; for in magic-practicing societies the distinction between earthly and unearthly powers is not sharp” (M-III 44). The spirit-world is a world of agents, though they are not anthropomorphized. But, one may ask, if magic does not involve anthropomorphization, what does it involve? 

The answer that Langer supplies is that it involves a specifically human ability to project bodily feeling into forms presented to the eye (M-III 46), something that the other primates do not have, she claims. Citing some famous experiments of Wolfgang Köhler, Langer reports that “external objects enter an animal’s awareness only as elements in its own acts, and in doing so are assimilated to its behavior and treated as parts of itself” (M-III 47). This means, for example, in the case of Köhler’s famous apes that their “static sensations are in no way ‘projected’ into the visual aspects” of objects in their surroundings. The static sensations remain in the ape’s “kinesthetic and equilibrant mechanisms” (M-III 48). With humans, however, subjective elements are ‘projected’ into a percept “given to a distance receptor such as the eye” (M-III 48). This is an act of objectification. 

It lets the subjective element come back as an impingement and be perceived as an external datum, i.e., as a quality belonging to an independently existing object; and that object, which thus presents our own sensory feeling to us, is a primitive symbol, conveying the first retainable idea of an all-important sensation and, at first perhaps solely, the possibility of its loss. Body feelings may be the first thing man projected and thus, all unwittingly, imputed to everything he objectified as material bodies in his world. The very existence of ‘things’ is modeled on his inward expectation of strains, directions, and limitations of his felt actions; the wholeness and simplicity of molar objects is that of his own soma. (M-III 48)

At the beginning, Langer proposes, the conceptual value of the feelings projected into outward things “is entirely embedded in the presenting form” (M-III 48). The feeling is grasped as a quality of the thing perceived. This is a kind of ‘conceptual seeing.’ The objectification of, for example, the subjective sense of balance is the “subjectification of the protosymbolic object as an image” (M-III 49). More extensively, any subjective feeling can be projected in such a way that its quality “comes back to its producer as an image” of whatever feeling modality lies at its point of origin. Langer thinks, with reliance on Philippe Fauré-Fremiet, that the process of experiencing, exemplified clearly in seeing, is a “dialectical interchange of objectification and subjectification, external dictate and autogenic creation” (M-III 49). Percepts are endowed with feeling and found significant. The projection of our muscular and gravitational sense into external things leads us to “see our other feelings reflected in their shapes, which consequently seem to present attitudes—threatening or peaceful, tense or free or somnolent. And with expressive attitudes they objectify emotional feelings, which seem to be in them, even when they do not happen to be ours at the moment” (M-III 50). Langer is here having recourse once again to the phenomenon of ‘physiognomic seeing’ (M-III 50). Perception, in its physiognomic mode, ‘carves out’ channels of apprehension which get embodied and developed in myths and dream figments. All the individuated forms of nature can thereby take on symbolic values that are associated with centers of superhuman wills and powers that surround the human race. 

The primary issue in light of this objectified and subjectified symbolic fact is to find a way of dealing with these forces. Physical actions are to no avail against gods, ghosts, and demons. The only recourse is symbolic action, an exercise of power, to be sure, but mental power. Mental power is experienced directly by the agent as a kind of invisible doing. It is this directly undergone experience that “underlies the notion of exerting a non-mechanical influence on the course of events, without physical contact, without push or pull on the external objects and persons involved” (M-III 51). It is not that causal relations are not known at all. Langer thinks that they are merely taken for granted and devalued in the context that elicits magical actions. These actions are not measured by standard ‘realistic’ norms. They are symbolic processes and eo ipso their functions are conceptual. Rooted as they are in perceptual interpretations, with the consequent articulation of gestalts, magic actions take place within a shifting world of perceptual configurations, “figurations on a precarious, tentative background that threatens at every moment to swamp the virtual array and alter the focus-created image” (M-III 53). Magic, then, is governed by a deep principle of perspective, a phenomenon charted in the psychology of perception. The ‘control’ of the changing ‘apparition’ in the perceptual field, when it engages ‘natural conformations’ that allow a process of ‘seeing-in,’ in Wollheim’s sense of the term, is subject to a kind of ‘arbitrary lability.’ That is, seeing shapes in clouds, jumping flames, stunted trees, and so forth is a prototypical magical act. They are active shapes and become ascribed to all sorts of living or living-like beings. “As the magician gains new potentialities, so does the spirit-world he faces” (M-III 57). 

What is the result of this process, whose origin and development, as here given, is, Langer admits, “a purely hypothetical reconstruction” (M-III 57)? Trying to avoid all forms of dogmatism and grounding her assertions in a kind of semiotic phenomenology of the forms of consciousness, Langer points out that  “the result of this spread of imputed magic to the whole living world—which, for primitive men, may take in not only animals and plants but stones, stars, rainbows, and man-made things like tools and traps—is that the earth is peopled with a host of uncertain characters which may be anything or anyone other than themselves, by temporary self-transformation” (M-III 57). Thus, magic “is in essence an expression of ideas, and as such is symbolic” (M-III 59), though with deep psychological and affective effects. Magical rituals are not imitations. They are forms of participation, and a magical act “is an incentive move to start the desired action of the natural or supernatural beings that have its completion in their power” (M-III 61). A magical ritual is the “priming and starting of an act” that goes beyond the magician. While there is clearly a mimetic element to it, the “unconscious motive of the mimesis is intellectual: to comprehend the fears and expectations of life and thus make their impact as negotiable as possible” (M-III 62). This is the import of the dramatization of belief that is magical ritual. But it has multiple goals and purposes: “to influence nature, to formulate ideas, to unite people with each other and with all the spirits in their ambient in primitive communion, and to assure them of the power of their superlative asset, their humanity, their Mind” (M-III 62). This is a powerful and insightful characterization.

Langer, then, connects the motivational structure of magic to the act form, one of the weight-bearing, and indeed controversial, concepts of her analytical framework. The act form in the case of magic is eminently participatory. The agents addressed are expected to fall in with the actions performed, which themselves are filled with “the universal rhythm which pervades the interpenetrating spheres of divinity and humanity” (M-III 64). Magic involves transference of impulse from humans to the spirit world, a transference that can be structured in excruciatingly formal detail, as in magical rites to insure the fertility of the soil. (Perhaps here some references to the persistence of this in the Middle Ages—cf. the books on Denmark and Spring and fertility rituals) This complex of formal detail enters into and constitutes the dramatic form of the magical ritual, which is designed to be isomorphic with what it wishes to happen. Langer has recourse to her old terminology of Philosophy in a New Key and Feeling and Form by speaking of mimetic ritual as presentational symbols or semblances, where there is “no clear distinction between symbol and meaning. The image is the thing itself in the drama” (M-III 66). While, to be sure, not all magic has the form of a pantomimic dance, it nevertheless still utilizes techniques of the theater, “symbolic representations which mean real events and are identified as such” (M-III 69). Mental concentration is the key psychic factor on the part of the magician and of the participants in the magical rite. Magical powers, however, are clearly not universally benign. They can be used for good or evil, depending on their sphere of application. 
Langer, further, in continuity with her basic agreement with and translation of Cassirer’s root insights, recognizes implications and roots of the great phenomenon of word magic. This is exemplified strongly and importantly in the phenomenon of divine names, a central theme in Cassirer’s Language and Myth, which Langer translated. “The power of a holy name is just about the greatest power a human being can invoke, since it carries the essence of the god himself; and it is, of course, correspondingly dangerous to speak” (M-III 81). The name does not just mediate the reality, it is the reality. It is intrinsically, that is, ontologically, efficacious. “Where all happening seems like action, all nature may be expected to respond to our verbal utterances” (M-III 81). The ontological nature of the word is illustrated not just in ‘primitive religions’ but also in the personification, if not agentization, of the Word in Judaism and Christianity, albeit with quite different developmental consequences. Speech is a proxy for the mental and conceptual aspects of the spirit-world. Thus, it is not just a sequence of actions that governs magic but verbal sequences, which have to be repeated without formal error in order to guarantee success. But both actions and speech emerge from a center of “purely felt powers” which are not only recognized as one’s own but also ascribed to both animate and inanimate objects. 
Magic is for Langer, then, “the dream of power” (M-III 85). Humans can pursue power to the very limit, vying with one another for possession of its key, even deeply into the realm of the pathological. Langer hypothesizes that in “savage societies,” terms she continued to use to the end, there is a state of constant fear and defense. This state is rooted in the fear of death, which is thought of as “always brought upon one by a hostile act of a human or superhuman agent. Death is not something natural” (M-III 85). Primitive societies are defined by, although they do not thematize it explicitly, an image of life as a stream, “which gathers up all trickles and rills that enter it and carries them along, mingled but present,” even if they have “passed away” or “passed over.” Death, as originally apprehended, is always motivated, and hence the powers that be must always be placated or appeased. Retaliation from the other world is always possible and to be avoided and is, indeed, always the cause of death. Primitive humans, Langer claims, repudiated the “idea of death as an inevitable close of their brief earthly careers” (M-III 87). The primary feeling is the basic feeling of life itself and its indefinite and ineluctable continuation. It took a great effort of overcoming to “recognize the closed form and the brevity of each personal life” (M-III 88). When this happened, death is recognized as “inherent in the form of life itself” (M-III 88). This insight, and its acceptance, marks a major turning point in the history of Mind.
What, then, does the recognition of death contribute to the formation of the symbolic mind? 

Langer readily admits the strangeness of looking upon the recognition of death as a milestone of conceptual insight, an opening of a way “to a rational concept of human mentality” (M-III 89). The insight is rooted in the process of individuation and the consequent principle of entrainment “which simplifies the tangle of separately directed impulses by massing their expressions into a few organizing acts” (M-III 91). Langer’s construction of the philosophical implications of a generalized biology proposes that centralization and integration go hand in hand and effect a highly articulated organism. In humans the evolutionary process has led the brain to engage in more and more symbolic play, the results of which are inscribed on the brain itself and by extension on the total field of impulses found within the matrix, the agent. Langer avails herself of the metaphor of inscription: every act of an organism leaves a trace, whether it is a metabolic act, a behavioral act, or an act of mentation. The brain itself “tends to individuate, and to establish a dependent yet distinct pattern of mental life within the physical life of the organism, even while it serves that organism as a vital part. It achieves a partial individuation, a functional matrix, which appears subjectively as a sort of homunculus or autonomous ‘inner man,’ the Mind” (M-III 95). In this way the human brain transcends its original cybernetic function to become a center of interest in itself, indeed, a mind. “It is a physiologically based, intraorganic functional entity, a relatively independent complex of vital rhythms supporting facultative mental acts” (M-III 97). It is the result of the process of individuation understood as an intraorganic process in which “deep linkages” (M-III 98) between impulses and acts are set up and stabilized in “a highly organized matrix” (M-III 98). When this process of individuation crosses into the human domain there are added to the somatic, muscular, and even perceptual acts of animals quite different psychic phases, composed largely of symbolic elements. “Consequently the partial individuation of the mind produces a peculiarly non-physical appearance of what seems to each person the essential agency within his own body” (M-III 99). This is an astounding proposal that cuts to the quick of the so-called homunculus problem that has vexed the philosophy of mind from time immemorial.
There arises in this process, in fact, a novel sense of life, a Lebensgefühl that is ultimately different from the communal Lebensgefühl that marks primitive life. This feeling on the human level is not episodic but continuous, and  it culminates in a sense of personal agency (M-III 102) which is grasped as a kind of integrated ‘inner space’ or ‘inner realm’ where inner stirrings and outer impingements are integrated into ‘consciousness’ (M-III 101). Consciousness, as a matrix of acts, is not static, but a process. It is concomitant with the “emergence of biological form into feeling” that “comes with the progressive elaboration of mental acts” (M-III 102). These become so close-woven “that it makes the individuated mental life seem like a single, all-embracing act” (M-III 102). In this way there is a transition from Lebensgefühl to Ichgefühl (M 103). With the arising of this ‘I-feeling’ comes also the definitive recognition of the fact that death is inherent in individual life, an insight that is consciously or tacitly resisted, but adamantly denied. Death is a passively undergone event, inevitable, and expected, due not to any agency but to nature’s own way. Langer admits that we cannot date historically this insight, but reckons that it must have been resisted strongly until the resistances were overcome in the process of individuation. The act-form leads to the semblance of an independent mind that “has” the rest of the organism, rather than the other way around. A human individual feels its own agency as “his unique, autonomous Self living its unique, inviolable life” (M-III 107). “With the idea of such a personal, single act of living comes the understanding of the place of death in nature. Death is inherent in human life itself, and as life is power, so death is defeat of man’s power. The defeat may come soon or late, but come it will for every individual” (M-III 107). 
Individuation ultimately leads to the recognition that death is an inescapable fact, with all the terrors that accompany this recognition. Our life-act belongs to us and it is our one and only life. Life does not continue on. In a passage written from the perspective of ripe years and that applies to the very project she was working on, Langer remarks that “each person must expect to leave his unfinished works or parts undone” (M-III 108). Here arrives one of the great insights of human life: life has a tragic rhythm, tracing one parabolic curve from youth to death. Langer thinks of life in terms of rhythm. Each life has its own inward rhythm, and it is the inward rhythm that makes individuals different and constitutes their distinctive, and non-reproducible, personalities. The rhythm of each life has the typical structure of the act-form: rising impulse, spanning tensions, cadence, “the decline to death” (M-III 109). The life of each individual is a “highly articulated rhythm” (M-III 109). This rhythm can be presented in the dramatic mode, and Langer sees Greek tragedy as the place where this first consciously occurred, with its focus on the individual and his ineluctable fate, as opposed to the different rhythm of comedy, whose ultimate focus is on the “social rhythm” which belongs to the “indefinitely self-rejuvenating life of the stock” (M-III 110). These are topics that Langer treated insightfully and precisely in FF.
The recognition of death can lead to despair, but not necessarily.The inevitability of death can be met by “a radical deepening of religious feeling and dawning of religious ideas” (M-III 110). The subjectification of death as an individual and personal event involved also the making more subjective the “relation of men to their gods” (M-III 111). This subjectification of the gods involved a subjectification and personalization of power, a kind of infinite reservoir upon which men could draw by prayer. Out of this conceptual shift grew the great monotheistic religions with their higher moral standards and their conception of all all-powerful, but ethically constrained, deity. In spite of this conceptual superiority, however, humans’ relations to such a divine power still was deeply dependent upon or utilized mythic elements in ritual form and indeed continues to be so. Langer’s theory is not just a hypothetical reconstruction of origins but a descriptive of permanent features and tendencies of consciousness. Thus, the constant insertion, or argument for their necessity and authority, of intermediaries between the individual and a remote godhead. Moreover, people find it extremely difficult to imagine their own annihilation, and the act-form develops into the notion of self-consciousness and its persistence after death. But this post-mortem existence is hard to get a hand on, although one would like to find a way of insuring it by means of ritual and sacrifice. These take very different forms in primitive and advanced stages of religious consciousness. The great advance, connected with individuation on the one side and with the philosophical concepts of ‘soul’ and ‘self’ on the other, is the conception of life as a unity “which allows it to be judged as a single act” (M-III 116). The transition to life as a single act entails the ascension of life to being thought of as a pattern of moral actions rather than a sequence of ritual acts. Conformation of behavior to the will of the godhead becomes the rule of life. This is a “momentous change” (M-III 117), the consequences of which are still with us in multiple forms.

Ritual atonement, which still plays a role in certain theological currents, is diminished or devalued—or at least in principle enabled to be. The pattern of a whole moral life becomes the principal factor in determining the mortal fate of the individual. “The price of our individuation is a heavy one in many ways, but heaviest, perhaps, in this deepened consciousnes of personal continuity and, therewith, of cumulative responsibility” (M-III 117). For the adult consciousness, ultimately, responsibility leaves a permanent imprint on the individual consciousness. No magic power, independent of an act of inner will and transformation, can substitute for personal power and its cumulative effects. To meet the divine demands is a lifelong task (M-III 118) and not something that can be accomplished in ad hoc fashion. There is no escaping either responsibilty or death and they are intrinsically connected with one another. This is a kind of ‘defeat,’ Langer argues, the recognition of our powerlessness over against something inevitable, our death an an individual event that is not connected with tribal action or a communal flow of life.
We are thereby, on Langer’s rational reconstruction of the ‘inner history of spirit,’ confronted with the rise of ethical consciousness, with ethos as “the fundamental quality of acts of human conception” (M-III 119). Out of this recognition and emergence flow a set of cultural and historical consequences that Langer attempts to sketch in the last two major chapters of the third volume of Mind. Much of the material is not original. But the goal of Langer’s presentation is to describe the matrices in which mind has developed. There are clear analogies here, indeed throughout the whole discussion, to Hegel’s reconstruction of an ideal or inner history of spirit in his Phenomenology of Spirit. 

What light do these final reflections throw on our theme, ‘the symbolic mind’? 

Individuation, as Langer conceives of it, leads to a tendency to imbalance in human life, a tendency that has to be constantly fought against or counteracted. The question is, then, How do humans—how should humans—in the process of individuation maintain their balance? The ‘balance’ that Langer is referring to is what she calls the ‘ethnic balance,’ an “equilibrium between the drives of mental individuation and the integrity of the biological continuum, the rhythmically self-perpetuating stock” (M-II 125). Or, put in another way, it is a matter of maintaining, or even constructing, a balance or equilibrium between committed self-assertion and the claims of the social matrix to which each individual belongs, has to belong, in fact. Because “the principle of balance runs pervasively through all human life” (M-III 125), Langer wants to find out just what means have been employed to keep the two poles from becoming overweighted. The means are symbolic means, and at the earliest stages of distinctively human development they encompass punishment, ritual, the construction of fetishes, sacrifice, and the development of a distinctively religious form of consciousness. 

The focal point of these activities ultimately has to do with the problem of death and the attempt to find a framework that will heal this ‘rift’ in human existence and human consciousness. Individuation, we have seen, is connected with a growing sense of agency and a consequent growing sense of responsibility for one’s actions.  When the mind develops interests of its own its trajectory is toward self-assertion and the pursuit of individual interest. Self-assertion and individual interest must be checked so as to maintain “the biological claims of the stock upon each living generation” (M-III 123). Punishment is to be most fundamentally understood in this context and it takes on the form often of ritual punishment for ritual faults. Punishment imprints a cultural rule on action, making us aware of limits and of the claims of the group. In this sense Langer thinks of custom as having a kind of sacred status or value. Punishment is a “symbol of censure and recall to the social order” (M-III 125). “The primal and perennial work of social organization is not to fix the bounds of behavior as permanent lines, which would make all evolutionary process impossible, but to retrieve the vital balance every time some act public or private, has upset it” (M-III 125). Even the birth of a child could be considered as upsetting the balance, although it is not the ‘fault’ of the child and the resulting action is not to be thought of as ‘punishment.’ It is in such a way that the phenomenon of circumcision is to be thought of, which has a “primitive symbolic function” (M-III 126), namely “the branding of the organ of procreation as a possession of society” (M-III 128). The dialectical tension between the development of individual minds and the matrix of social life is exemplified here in a most perspicuous manner. One is thereby marked for tribal or national involvement by such a symbolic act with very real and noticeable physical effects. “The essential process is to effect some visible symbol of the young person’s socialization, the limitation of his selfhood, to be borne on his body for life” (M-III 128). However, the branding can also be ritually established without a bodily sign. This can happen by means of a “promise, an oath, a spoken commitment. The accompanying rite may be a sacrifice or a manipulation of sacred objects, a transient ordeal, or a presentation with or without priestly or choric dance and prayer” (M-III 129). Such is baptism, for instance. It clearly, in the form of infant baptism, expresses “a social claim, even though it is consciously thought to bestow personal salvation” (M-III 129). 

Langer passes in review the phenomenon of fetishes, which involves the symbolic projection “of the nameless feeling of mind-action into an arrangement of such things as potsherds and a hoe handle; the fetish represents human mental power and, characteristically, is supposed to contain and exercise the efficient ‘principle’ it embodies for its user” (M-III 132). It is clear that this phenomenon is a permanent possibility of human consciousness and not just something that belongs to its ‘early’ stages, although it is certainly ‘primitive’ with respect to the development of the ‘higher’ forms of religion, whose most typical expression is to be found in sacrifice. Langer describes sacrifice as “that basic rite, perhaps the most ancient in the world” (M-III 132). Sacrifice’s inner telos is to restore the ethnic balance in light of the experienced transgression of a stable order by the exercise of autonomous, mental power. Sacrifice is meant “to symbolize the retrieval of a balance” (M-III 133) in light of the committed self-assertion. The self-feeling that accompanies the mind’s individuation, Langer contends, has to be balanced “in toto by an equally generalized ritual of maintained communion” (M-III 134). So, sacrifice, whose range of possible enactments is exceedingly large, was in essence “a symbolic restoration of balance between individual freedom and hereditary responsibility” (M-III 135). 

It ranges from the most material act to ‘inner’ acts of deep contrition and repentance, as one passes from more savage conceptions of the supernatural to modern religion with its moral and ethical vision. Religion in all its forms, Langer holds, is of another order than everyday life. One must always maintain oneself in some sort of balance with this order. At the same time religion is the root and source of culture and subject to all the wild growths of the imagination as well as furnishing a stable frame to constrain such a growth. Paradoxically, therefore, the original function of religion “may have been to keep men’s minds in balance with the rest of nature” (M-III 138) while at the same time being an essential tool in “the denial or masking of death” (M-III 138), which ultimately is the ‘natural’ event par excellence. Religion goes over into myth here, with its projections, in various shades and with various degrees of clarity, of a world of everlasting life, which are adhered to with various degrees of conviction. There is a constant tension between wanting to live forever and the “desire for maximal experience” (M-III 138). However, “with the wish for fullness of life there comes a higher potentiality for action, a great new mental potentiality” (M-III 138). But, as Langer continually tries to show, the greater the mental power the greater not just the instability that can be introduced into the web of relationships but the types of means needed to redress the balance. In general there has been a gradual interiorization of sacrifice and ritual and the elaboration of complex symbolic forms to exemplify and induce the new balance. 

Death remains the central focus of Langer’s discussion of the ethnic balance, which in many ways is a wandering and at times surprising discussion.  To come to grips with death humans have need of “an imaginable symbol” (M-III 144). What she calls “the solemn image of Moira expresses a fairly intellectualized emotional feeling” matched in one way by the Scandinavian symbolic image of the Norns. The Moirai spin, determine, and end human lives. They are Fate personified, just as in one sense Allah became “a mold for the sense of inevitability” of death that was present in the seventh-century Arabian mind. But popular fatalism is not the same as the construction of an elaborate symbolic edifice for dealing with death, which religion for Langer essentially is, even to the point of finding a way of making an ‘infinite payment’ in the form of an ultimate sacrifice or ransom. Salvation could even be thought of as being ‘bought,’ as in one Christian interpretation of the sacrifice of Christ, the infinite nature of whose sacrifice was proportionate to the infinite nature of the ‘original fall.’ Although advanced, liberal Christian theology has for the most part abandoned such a notion, it is still present in more conservative or orthodox strands of thought.
The joining of religion and the problem of death is really for Langer an exemplification of the persistent tension between symbols of power and symbols of life. It is indeed the movement to and development of life symbols that marks the higher stages of religion, which themselves still are embroiled in the practices of sacrifice, both physical and symbolic. Restoration of balance is the guiding thread. In Christianity it is joining of the cross, the symbol of death, with the resurrection, the symbol of life where one of the great symbolic complexes is to be found. This is the Christian development of the Jewish blood rite, “for the concept of atonement by blood sacrifice underlay the subsequent Greco-Judaic development of the Christian myth” (M-III 150). Both are ‘realities’ to be held together in irreducible fashion, while in Brahmanic thought, for instance, with its conception of the ‘veil of Maya,’ there is only one ultimate reality. The polarity intrinsic to Western monotheism is superseded. This is a powerful and insightful comparison.
The “shift from the ideal of sheer power to that of intensified life,” which Langer thinks is crucial to the progressive individuation of mind, took on massive form in the cases of Egyptian pyramids, Buddhist stupas, and the prime symbolic image of the lingam. The pyramid is clearly a symbolic image of power, phallic, in fact, “obstinately defying time and transience” (M-III 150). It is eternal and royal power in stone. But the stupa presents a ‘softer’ meaning. 

It figures somewhat as a life symbol from its very beginning. Like all indigenous Indian architecture, it seems to emerge and grow from the ground itself rather than to have been placed on it; the great mound resembles a breast of the earth, a symbol of life-giving, more than an image of human power and arrogance. It belongs, of course, to a much later civilization [than the Egyptian], which had undoubtedly long passed the crucial confrontation with the fact of mortality. (M-III 151)
The reverse transition from breast to phallos is found in the development of the lingam, both as a modification of the form of the stupa and as a life symbol in itself, leaving the traces of power behind. It takes on a markedly organismic form.


So, there is a passage, both ideal and historical, from the “ideal of infinite power to that of endless life,” effected through the “ritual centering on an image which represents that highest value” (M-III 152). The symbolism of the egg as the germ of life becomes a prime symbol. There is consequently a most interesting progression from fetishes, magical actions, ritualization of activity, physical and spiritual sacrifice, to the great architectural symbols of power and life. This is, as Langer traces it, a kind of ideal semiotic or symbolic history. Power and life: we humans, as symbolic animals, are caught in the middle. Maintaining our balance is always precarious and we are the fulcrum between these two antagonistic forces. The question that Langer poses in the penultimate chapter of her trilogy is whether we are witnessing a transition where the fulcrum of social equilibrium is now “not between men and Supernaturals, but in society itself” (M-III 154). What can Langer mean when she speaks of “a moment of pause” in the human world’s “otherworldly concerns,” and the confrontation of the task of “meeting the challenge of its own technical and economic construction of a world-wide civilized society” (M-III 154)? While, to be sure, religious and moral codes are a kind of record of the evolution of subjective new experience, civilization, for its part, has inscribed itself objectively on the face of the earth. 

Why, one might still ask, does Langer deal with the rise of civilization under the rubric of ‘the breaking’? The breaking of what? And is this a descriptive or a normative concept? 

It is clear, as I have been pointing out, that Langer is reprising, with multiple motivations, the whole issue of life-symbols, broached in the PNK, in these chapters, but doing so under the rubric of the evolution of mind quite generally

Langer, we must keep constantly in mind, is offering a sketch of a kind of inner logic of the “life history of the mind” attendant upon the rise of civilization, which is coincident with the rise of cities and urban centers. Cities were the loci for the rise of common undertakings under the auspices of forceful personalities. This is the first type of ‘breaking,’ which is a “break in the tribal pattern of human society” (M-III 157). This is an acknowledged historical fact. We need not concern ourselves with the pocket history of the rise of cities that Langer presents. The ‘breaking’ of the tribal consciousness led to intense concentrations not just of material wealth but of knowledge and inventions and then ferocious clashes between opposing centers: religious and economic warfare. Civilization, Langer sees and affirms, involves the constant breaking of the old orders, with mass migrations and wanderings, organized warfare, and pervasive instability becoming permanent factors in human life. Langer sees civilization as generating all sorts of possibilities of an “unbalanced mentality” (M-III191), appearing in appalling form in the twin phenomena of cannibalism and human sacrifice, especially as practiced by the Amerindians where it took on grotesque proportions. Although, as Langer points out, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl and Akhenaton both made attempts “to introduce a humane religion based on worship of the sun as a symbol of life and a ritual of equally symbolic, largely bloodless sacrifices of tamales, snakes, butterflies, and flowers” (M-III 191), their efforts were premature. In the case of the Amerindians the results of the failure were pathological in the extreme: bloody ritual of sacrifice in which captured warriors were slaughtered by the thousands on the altars to ward off ‘dangers.’ This “psychotic compulsion to human sacrifice was the macabre symptom of the Mesoamerican’s excessive freedom from foreign influences” (M-III 193). The ‘breaking’ of an essentially mythic and tribal consciousness did not occur. 

The symbolic lesson to be drawn here is more important than any detailed summary of Langer’s own summary of the pathologies of civilization and the dangers of not recognizing its own inner logic. An evolving mind, Langer holds, “requires limitations of opportunity to achieve a unified phyletic career; it needs the pression of complex and crowding humanity to hold its form and balance in the ecological stream” (M-III 194). Progressive mental life needs external hardships, especially on the conceptual level. This is the presence of the negative, the social and conceptual negative that “gives life and thought its dialectical form” (M-III 194). According to Langer, the speciation of the human race takes place through a sequence of crises: speech, fantasy, ritual, and the ‘breaking’ of tribal feeling. These crises mediate “the cultural move to civilization” (M-III 194), which as a process of social individuation “honors the individual as an end in itself, not as a thing of relative value, however high, but as the ultimate measure of all value” (M-III 195). With such a comment Langer clearly and forcefully exposes some of the normative implications of her rational reconstruction of the history of mind. It is the recognition of the primacy of the individual, at least the conceptual recognition even if the practical consequences trail far behind, that constitutes the ‘moral advance’ of society (M-III196). It is a conceptual revolution in the standard of behavior that results ultimately from the ‘breaking.’ 
And what holds true for the moral character of Mind does so as well for its intellectual quality. A new great age is long prepared, and finally is born with the rise and expansion of a new idea which automatically transforms the outlook and reach of human mentality, in our present evolving age, even to effect the evaluation and re-evaluation of the criteria of thought itself. That is the office of philosophy. (M-III 196)


Civilization, Langer claims, moves by qualitative shifts. In this process there has to be maintained “a certain balance between its highest and lowest degrees of change” (M-III 196). This balance is effected in the midst of multiple conflicting currents that one must strive to hold in some sort of equilibrium. The goal, attained only in Europe, Langer holds, is a “many-sided mental development, religious, artistic, and, above all, intellectual” (M-III 197). This front moves forward by “reciprocal checks” (M-III 197). Little did Langer guess just what would happen when cultural currents that recognized no reciprocal checks that marked the Western world began to confront ‘Europe’ both from within and without.

Langer ends her trilogy with a reflection on ‘mathematics and the reign of science’ under the rubric of ‘the open ambient.’ It contains a brief and schematic summary of the relations between language and number as two different ways of comprehending the world. Many of her points have been made in other places in her work, but her schematization indicates just what she thought the ultimate upshot of her studies to be, especially as they bear upon their epistemological import.


Langer, we have seen, thinks of the mind as the functional complex of the brain, which has been subject to a distinctive and revolutionary evolution. This evolution has led to a number of great shifts and one of the first steps in this process is the rise and growth of speech. Linguistic forms play an essential and generative role not just in conceptualizing experience, but in “establishing memory, and recording the fictions of dream and free fantasy, expectation and fear” (M-III 204). Civilization would be impossible without language and speech, although they are no guarantee of its integrity. One of the first and universal forms of conceptualization was the grasping of events under the form of acts, of agents. But the upward march of Mind led to the formulation of the cognate notions of cause and fact. Echoing one of the central theses of the last chapter of Philosophy in a New Key, Langer thinks of ‘fact’ as a “highly interesting cognitive construct” (M-III 205). This construct became “the harbinger of a new core of knowledge, setting up an explicit logical standard and stringent methodology, great with a radical change of attitude, intellectual ambition, and its own frustrating mistakes” (M-III 205). The modern world is, at least theoretically, built on the foundation of ‘fact,’ if not of facts. And the notion of a fact is derived from our being language animals and not primarily in fact from language in its purely theoretical or abstract uses.

Langer claims that it is, indeed, a mistake to think of formalized or abstract language as the all-encompassing model of articulation. Ordinary language for Langer is marked by vagueness and inexactness, not by an “inherent tendency to pinpoint exact literal meanings” which are then applied metaphorically in other situations. Words
…organize our thinking around centered conceptual symbols, however vague those central images or other carriers of meaning may be, and define a context in which that core of meaning is embedded; it is the contexts which are not at all a logician’s idea. (M-III 208)

These contexts make up a shifting ambient and language enables us to “negotiate the turns” of what Langer calls a “mental kaleidoscope” (M-III 208). Linguistic forms are, therefore, intrinsically labile, flexibile, open-ended, with no definite semantic boundaries. Once again Langer continues the work of such powerful thinkers as Bühler, Gardiner, and Barfield. What we think of as ‘ordinary language’ “shows no steady tendency to impose a coherent pattern on the world of facts which it constantly creates for us” (M-III 209). Ascribing a weasel quality to words, Langer sees the distinctively linguistic construction of abstract concepts as an achievement that arises either deliberately or also spontaneously as a kind of precipitate, where ultimately all the peripheral relations set up in the language field are seen to revolve around “a central concept common to all the grammatical variants of a verb or other highly inflected part of speech and make it stand more and more in abstracto” (M-III 209). 

Nevertheless, science is not based on language, but on another symbolic principle: number. Number performs two essential functions: enumerating and calculating. Langer thinks that language and speech appear to have had “a separate origin and prehistory” and that numbers and words have “different primitive characteristics” (M-III 210). Numbers are devoid of what seems the semantic engine of language, the tendency to metaphorical extensions of meaning, although they do have mystical associations. Langer remarks that 
…counting, which seems simple to us, has really been one of the difficult problems of abstraction and presentation, for it has required a shift from essentially physical consummations to symbolic ones in the human brain. Its elements—similar conceptual units following each other in a series—are almost certainly first presented by the visual and kinesthetic perception of our own bipedal steps, under control of old cerebral mechanisms. Their expression belongs to the legs and feet, whose functions are among the least intellectual of our voluntary behavioral acts. (M-III 210)

Langer, in fact, hypothesizes (it cannot be more than that) that number arose from the Dance, with the need of maintaining distinct, self-identical units or steps. More generally Langer relies on some research materials on the origins of numbers to show the roots of number in the human body quite generally, not just kinesthetically but also structurally. The body not only moves in rhythmic fashion, but its bilateral symmetry, Langer observes, allows human to develop “the most complex specializations” (M-III 214), many of which involve a perpetual retrieval of balance. 

Langer hypothesizes that the drum and the hand were crucial in the development of number, for they were essential ingredients in the development and stablization of the ‘step.’ The hand has clearly become for human a dominant structure. 
The walking step may have furnished the first sense of equally spaced similar units, and the dance imposed its elaborations on them, but it was very probably the drum, activated by the hands, that clinched the evolutionary shift, already prepared in several ways—the decimal systems born of finger-counting, which, despite their varying details (lifting or flexing the fingers, starting with thumb or little finger, left or right, etc.), embody the same algorithmic principle of naming ten numerals . . . and composing all higher numerosities out of these in a simple order of positions. (M-III 215-217)
Language and the number sense, then, come together, mediated by the hand. Calculation and symbolization emerge together, giving us a semiotic tool of inestimable power and scope. But such a symbolic system, which drives science in directions that ordinary language cannot go, is a revolutionary force, overthrowing previous images of world order and world view. “We live in a precipitous, heady transitional age, the Age of Science” (M-III 219). The future, built in such a base, is truly an open ambient, which is subject itself to its own instabilities. Langer concludes:
It will surely take long and different ages to retrieve the moral and mental balance mankind itself has blasted in the last three or four centuries (to start only with the time of terrifying acceleration), and there is no way of guessing whether or how we shall retrieve it, because that newest of natural phenomena—Mind—still faces the mystery of all things young, the secret of vital potentiality. (M-III 219)

Such concludes Langer’s monumental attempt to chart the symbolic history of Mind. What, in conclusion, are we to ultimately make of it?







