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 What is culture? 

 Where is it? 



Universe of shared meaning 

  I beseech Thee, O my God, by Him … through 
Whom the kingdom of names hath been 
convulsed 
 -- Bahá’u’lláh, Prayers & Meditations,  300 

  the power of intellect is not sensible; none of the 
inner qualities of man is a sensible thing; on the 
contrary, they are intellectual realities. 
  --Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, 83 



Theories re: How we create 
meaning 

 Semiotics 

 Structuralism 

 Symbolic interactionism 

 Social construction of reality 



Re: Semiotics & Structuralism 

  Know thou that every created thing is a sign of the 
revelation of God. 
  --Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings, 184 

  The dwellers of the kingdom of names have busied 
themselves with the gay livery of the world. 

 --Bahá’u’lláh, Gleanings, 196 

  I am an Oriental and on this account I am shut out from 
your thoughts and you likewise from mine.  
  --Abdu’l-Bahá, Divine Philosophy, 144 



Semiotics = Signs & codes 

 System of relations (“kingdom of 
names”) 
 Arbitrary signs gain meaning via 

convention  
 Suggest particular ways of seeing world  

  Language signifies reality 
 Meanings seem natural & self-evident  
 We learn to read them 



Structuralism 

 Recognizing larger systems 
(structures) helps to get meaning 

 Each element in system derives 
meaning from relationship to others 

 No independent meanings 



Myths 

 Carry cultural values, beliefs, attitudes 

 Serve ideological interests  
 Connotation = added cultural, 

emotional meaning 

 Embedded in media 



Re: Symbolic interactionism 

  at the time of the appearance of each Manifestation 
of God extraordinary progress has occurred in the 
world of minds, thoughts and spirits  
  -- Abdu’l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, 163 

  The world of thought has been regenerated…Present 
exigencies demand new methods of solution 
   --Abdu’l-Bahá, Bahá’í World Faith, 224 

  All the people have formed a god in the world of 
thought, and that form of their own imagination they 
worship  

  --Abdu’l-Bahá, Bahá’í World Faith, 381 



Symbolic interactionism 

 We act based on meanings we 
ascribe to things 

 Meanings derive from social 
interactions 



Re: Social construction of 
reality 

  The reality of man is his thought, not his material body   
--Abdu’l-Bahá, Paris Talks, 17 

  When a thought of war comes, oppose it by a stronger thought 
of peace. A thought of hatred must be destroyed by a more 
powerful thought of love. --Abdu’l-Bahá, Paris Talks,  29- 30 

  consultation is the lamp of guidance which leadeth the way, 
and is the bestower of understanding.  

 -- Tablets of Baha'u'llah, 168 

  every Faith has given rise to a culture which flowered in different 
forms  
  -- The Importance of the Arts in Promoting the Faith 



Reality  

 Originates in our thoughts 

 Symbolic illusions of naturalness & 
common sense create “reality” 

 symbols, stories, myths, characters 
embody social values 



e.g., Cultural Values 

  Media are 
within, not 
separate from, 
our universes of 
shared meaning 
(culture). 















e.g., Femininity 







e.g., Masculinity 









e.g., Relationships 










