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Lecture 8 Material Culture and Meaning Construction Gilles Fauconnier 
 
The cognitive anthropologist Ed Hutchins has shown that material objects can be 
powerful anchors for conceptual blends.  In particular, technology evolves to produce 
cultural human artefacts such as watches, gauges, compasses, airplane cockpit displays, 
with structure specifically designed to match conceptual inputs and integrate with them 
into stable blended frames of perception and action that can be memorized, learned by 
new generations, and thus culturally transmitted.  Existing structure in the world can also 
be recruited opportunistically for the same purpose.  Like mathematics and grammar, 
technology evolves through successive blending, as for example in the case of banking 
and computing blended to the human manipulation of automatic teller machines.  This 
lecture will discuss such cases and show their importance for understanding how 
language, whether signed or spoken, is anchored materially by gesture, sound, and 
writing.     
 
 
Cyclic time, Calendars, Timepieces 
 
(1)  your morning coffee 
 
(2)  swallows disappear and bats appear in the early evening 
 
(3)  this park closes at dusk 
 
(4)  your weekly workout 
 
(5)  your monthly visit to your mother 
 
(6)  your annual checkup 
 
There are analogy connectors between times in the inputs, and fusing to create in the 
blend a natural unit of time that repeats, so that the same unit of time happens again and 
again.  Each of these networks has linear time divided into equal segments in the input 
spaces, but cyclical time in the blend. 
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Dials and Displays 
 

                 
 
 

The dial is giving the pilot information on when to reconfigure the wings for lift by positioning the 
slats and flaps on the wings. The pilot prepares the landing data (gross weight of the airplane and 
appropriate speeds at which the wings should be reconfigured for that weight).  The pilot then moves the 
four clips, called "speed bugs," to mark off the speeds at which the wings are to be reconfigured.  

In the blend anchored by the instrument, the emergent structure is that if the hand is pointing 
between two particular clips, we want the slats and flaps to be in the corresponding configuration.  
Crucially, this structure is invariant from flight to flight and gross weight to gross weight, so that 
cognitively, once the clips are set, the pilot need only live in the blend.  
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Money 

                    
 
 
 

          
 
 
(7)   (fisherman)  30 salmon = 1 piece of cloth = 10 chicken (weaver) 
    (farmer) 2 cows = 1 plow 
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Death, Tombs, and Ashes 
 
 
(8)  In Catullus's farewell elegy to his brother, the material anchor is the ashes in the 
vicinity of the death: 
 

multas per gentes et multa per aequora vectus 
 advenio has miseras, frater, ad inferias, 
ut te postremo donarem munere mortis 
 et mutam nequiquam alloquerer cinerem. 
 
Across many lands and seas I have come, brother, to your sad funeral 
rites, to offer the final gift to the dead, and speak in vain to your mute 
ashes.  

 
 
 
 
Method of Loci 
 
 
The method of loci sets up a simple trajectory of attention across a set of features, let us 
call them landmarks, of the environment.  One may establish a flow through the 
environment that brings attention to the landmarks in a particular order.  This is a layered 
blend.  The initial input spaces are the shape of the motion of a trajector and the set of 
landmarks in the environment.  Together these produce a blend that is the sequential flow 
through the landmarks in the environment.  The sequential relations of the landmarks 
arean emergent property of the blend.  This space then becomes an input space for a more 
complex blend.  The items to be remembered are associated with the landmarks, 
producing a space in which the items to be remembered are imagined to be co-located 
with their corresponding landmarks.  In this blended space, the items to be remembered 
acquire the sequential relations that were created among the landmarks.  These sequential 
relations among the items to be remembered are an emergent property of this compound 
blended space. 
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Writing, Speech, and Sign Language 
 
 
 

                        
 
 
 
 
Design (ATM - Barbara Holder) 
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