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 If a tree falls in a forest, and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound? This 

question has troubled philosophers and is difficult to answer. A more answerable question, 

however, is as follows: does it mean anything if a tree falls in a forest, and no one is around to 

hear it? The concept of meaning is a topic of scholarly discourse. The following excerpt is an 

example of such scholarly discourse, and examines the meaning of images. It is taken from Ways 

of Seeing, a book written by the reputable art critic John Berger: 

The National Gallery sells more reproductions of Leonardo’s cartoon of The Virgin Child 

with St. Anne and St. John the Baptist than any other picture in their collection. A few 

years ago it was known only to scholars. It became famous because an American wanted 

to buy it for two and a half million pounds. Now it hangs in a room by itself. The room is 

like a chapel. The drawing is behind bullet-proof Perspex. It has acquired a new kind of 

impressiveness. Not because of what it shows - not because of the meaning of its image. 

It has become impressive, mysterious, because of it’s market value.   (Berger 23) 

This anecdote reflects the larger idea behind Ways of Seeing, in which Berger explains his 

understanding of the way an image is interpreted. The example with the Virgin Child with St. 

Anne and St. John the Baptist demonstrates a change in the meaning of a painting as a result of 

some changing social context, in this example the rich American wishing to pay a large sum of 

money for the painting. Berger’s theory, in short, is that individuals see nothing in a vacuum; 
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that as humans we project meaning onto every image we encounter because we see it in some 

kind of social context. An extension of Berger’s theory is that an image’s meaning undergoes 

constant transformation, and that there is no inherent meaning to an image that can stand the test 

of time. This theory serves as an introduction to the very nature of meaning, the implications of 

which this paper will examine in more detail. This paper will illustrate that meaning is often 

times socially constructed, and that this collective meaning plays a significant role in the shaping 

of an individual’s identity. 

Berger’s theory can be applied more generally than images; it can be applied to 

understanding symbols in general. This paper understands that the word symbol can refer to 

anything: images, cultural artifacts, and anything that an individual encounters in a given social 

context. Dorothy Holland, a scholar in cultural studies, applies Berger’s theory in this general 

way. In her book, A Practice Theory of Self and Identity, Holland builds a framework based on 

the idea that humans can project meaning onto symbols. She calls this framework ‘figured 

worlds’, and it is a generalization and application of Berger’s theory: that humans can project 

meaning onto images. As an introduction to this concept of ‘figured worlds’, take for instance 

the individual who ties a knot in a handkerchief to remember something later in the day. The 

knot in the handkerchief has no inherent meaning, but to the individual it is a reminder of 

something later in the day (Holland 36). ‘Figured worlds,’ and its implications on identity, is 

explained in more detail in the following paragraph.  

According to Holland’s ‘figured worlds’ model, individual members of a culture 

collectively establish symbols and define their meaning (Holland 41). These symbols include but 

are not limited to images, artifacts, and shared beliefs among members (Holland 39). Constant 

bombardment by these cultural symbols and collectively established meanings form a ‘figured 
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world’ for the individual, meaning that the individual experiences a part of his life from this 

collectively established perspective. With enough time a culturally defined ‘figured world’ can 

shape the way in which an individual understands himself or herself in relation to a larger group 

(Holland 41). Cultural ‘figured worlds’ can define the way a person sees the world and 

understands his or her role in it. In this way culturally constructed ‘figured worlds’ act as agents, 

or forces that lead to change, in an individual’s identity.  

Holland’s model is important to understanding culture and its implications on identity, 

but is limited in its understanding the nature of culture. ‘Figured worlds’ models the function of 

culture but does not understand the nature of culture. A holistic understanding of culture will 

provide a more complete understanding in the relationship between culture and individual 

identity. Meyers, a scholar in cultural studies, explains the nature of culture in a published essay. 

She defines culture as a relationship between an individual and a larger group of people who 

share in beliefs, practices, and heritage (Meyers 17). Meyers models culture as a dynamic system 

that evolves in response to an ever-changing world. In order for a culture to maintain itself it 

must preserve key components of the heritage, else it transforms into oblivion. “Cultures are not 

sharply demarcated, nor are they static,” Meyers says. “Succeeding generations face new 

circumstances and adjust their culture to meet unanticipated personal and collective needs” (17). 

An implication of Meyer’s theory is that individuals shape a culture through constant mediation 

between collective meanings, their own world-views, and changing circumstances in a changing 

world. This broadens this paper’s understanding between the relationship between an individual 

and culture. It is now evident that individuals have an active role in shaping their culture; 

according to Holland the very culture that shapes their identities.  
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 This paper concludes by making a claim about the nature of identity using the ideas of 

Greene, Holland, and Meyers. Green and Holland show the extent to which everything is 

interpreted in some kind of social context. Holland examines the social and cultural construction 

of meaning, and the role this has in shaping an individual’s identity. Meyers broadens this 

paper’s understanding of the relationship between an individual and his or her surrounding 

culture. Meyers’ essay adds an understanding of the nature of culture, and the active role an 

individual has in the constant reshaping of a culture’s collective symbols and meanings. A 

synthesis of these three authors shows the extent to which identity, which is an individual’s 

understanding of himself or herself, is shaped by internal and external forces. Although none of 

the sources explicitly state it, a synthesis of the sources illustrate identity as something that is 

neither completely internal and belonging to an individual, nor completely external and 

belonging to a culture. Individual identity is formed during the sometimes active and sometimes 

passive process of mediating and synthesizing between cultural and personal perspectives. 
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