


A Motor For Our Civilisation

When Yuval Noah Harari in Sapiens sought to understand the unique development of the human race, he found two answers. The first was our ability to create imaginary systems of organisation, such as religion or limited companies. The second was written language. In his view, these two inventions filled the gaps in our biological inheritance. Lars Tvede came to the same conclusion in his book The Creative Society: Language codes are a prerequisite for successful civilisations. In his hefty standard work The History and Power of Writing, Henri-Jean Martin stresses the fact that the foundation of written language coincided with the beginnings of great civilisations, growth, prosperity and increasing communication.

Written language has indisputably been a condition for the growth and advance of civilisations, and this could not have happened without the involvement of commas, question marks and other punctuation marks. The development of punctuation that culminated 500 years ago was essential for progress towards European civilisation. Andrew Reamer of George Washington University wanted to collate the findings of all the research on the effect of technological inventions on economic growth. The innovations to which he draws particular attention are mathematics, critical thinking, methodical research and writing. He refers firstly to the opportunities for growth in trade and communication provided by the first written languages 5,000 years ago, but considers that the great revolution came about through changes in the way text was organised, for example the introduction of spaces between the words and punctuation. These innovations paved the way for silent reading, which allowed the reader to absorb the meaning of the text rapidly and efficiently. Standardised punctuation and other minor changes to the conventions of writing interacted with a truly major innovation – the invention of printing. The manuscript culture was on its way to becoming history.

Printed books were a gift for silent reading. Each one of us could establish a personal and private relationship with God, without the interference of his representatives on earth. Inspired by the wine presses of antiquity, Johannes Gutenberg developed the first printing press, and print shops soon appeared throughout central Europe. The art of printing was praised as a spectacular and truly earth-shaking innovation – and with good reason. Yet at the same time, printed books would have been completely unreadable, if the text had looked the same as it had until the late Middle Ages, namely like this: IFTHETEXTHADAPPEAREDASITHADDONEUNTILTHELATEMIDDLEAGES.

Visually, books needed to be laid out in a way that made them accessible; there had to be agreement on conventions for punctuation that allowed everyone to unravel the meaning behind the words. A language system in which each individual had his or her own rules for spelling, grammar and punctuation would have impeded the development that we now know happened. The modernisation of typography and punctuation is a less obvious innovation than the invention of a physical machine, but it was nonetheless a crucial requirement in order for the products of that machine to be significant. The grammar, punctuation and visual presentation of the text are what we now call software. Without it, the hardware is no more than dead metal.

The innovation gathered speed in sixteenth-century Europe. Innovation and creativity require individual thought that is independent of what authorities might think is true or valuable. The silent reading that had become established made such individual thought possible. The text no longer had to pass through the ears but through the eyes. However, for silent reading it was essential for the text to appear in a different way from previously, with spaces between the words and a fixed system of punctuation. So punctuation was not merely a result of this development but one of the reasons why it was possible for efficient reading to come into being. A common language standard, together with other factors such as exploration, migration and decentralisation, was a key element in a powerful evolutionary impulse that, 500 years ago, started a chain reaction of fast-moving processes. Standardised punctuation is an essential thread woven into the fabric of sixteenth-century Europe, which underwent a sensational technological, economic and cultural development. Lars Tvede summed up this development as follows:



• The Renaissance, which promoted artistic activity, humanism, individualism, empirical experiment and creativity.

• The Enlightenment, with ideals such as freedom, democracy, religious tolerance, a constitutional state, rationalism and sound reason.

• The Age of Discovery.

• The Reformation.

• The Scientific Revolution.

• The Industrial Revolution, when the introduction of machines and mass production led to an explosion of prosperity, urbanisation and cultural upheavals.



Could the French philosopher Descartes (1596–1650) have anything to add here? Nowadays people rarely chat about him over lunch, except possibly in corners where philosophers meet to dine. Nevertheless, there is one question we recognise from television quiz programmes: ‘Who is famous for the saying “I think, therefore I am”?’ That is Descartes and his thinking man – who is also a writing man! When he has thought, and while he is thinking, he writes, and thus confirms that he thinks. In Orality and Literacy, Walter J. Ong stresses the fact that written language is absolutely essential for advanced thinking. Oral culture is not well suited to such phenomena as geometrical figures, abstract thought, logical argument and definitions. These things are not produced by thought alone but through thoughts that are reasoned out and elaborated in text. Descartes might just as well have written: I write, therefore I am.

And yes, there has to be a comma in this sentence. Correct punctuation in the right place is worth its weight in gold.





A tired exclamation mark is a question mark.

Stanisław Jerzy Lec (1909–1966),

Polish poet and author of maxims
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A Punctuation System for Our Time

The story of written language – and therefore of punctuation – will never come to an end. The language changes as we use it. New technologies like book printing and digital distribution on the web provide guidance and frameworks for how we write. Those of us who are preoccupied with the written language need to remind each other that the development of language cannot be reduced to a simple technological determinism, in which we allow these technologies to decide how we are to write. This is primarily something we must do ourselves.

We write better, faster and more effectively if we use punctuation marks deliberately, consistently and in a way that more or less corresponds to the conventions agreed on by our society. To write is to communicate and, like so many others, the word ‘communication’ also has its origins in Latin: communicare. The word is to do with fellowship, understanding and connections. If we are to communicate well when we write, we cannot all keep to individual private rules for how we are to write words, build up sentences or punctuate. So there is still a need for a few common ground rules for punctuation as well. The more we have in common when we communicate, the better we will understand one another.

Today, everyone who owns a smartphone possesses a means of publication capable of distributing a message that in theory can reach the entire world in seconds. However, we also know that our messages are not necessarily registered, understood and interpreted by recipients in the way we hope and expect. Technology has given every person the potential status of editor, so the struggle for attention has become that much harder. In our time it is easier than ever before to get a word in but more difficult to be heard – not to say listened to. If we wish to be understood, we cannot write according to the post-modernist credo anything goes.

Neurolinguistic research confirms what we believe: correct punctuation helps us to understand the writings of others more quickly. In a study from 2018, the American researchers Heggie and Wade-Woolley conclude that punctuation sends the reader a message about how the text is to be read. When we read, we divide the text into units that we think belong together. If the punctuation is conventional, the text rapidly delivers the desired meaning and possible misunderstandings are avoided. The researchers Drury, Baum, Valeriote and Steinhauer summed it up in a similar way in a study from 2016. They measured brain activity during reading in order to find out how the inner voice produced by reading affects the understanding. The results? English-speaking readers rely on the commas when they are trying to understand a text. The same results had previously been found among German and Chinese readers (but not among the Dutch, something the researchers will investigate further in order to find out why). Nevertheless, the main conclusion of the research is clear: when you use commas in the way the reader expects them to be used, your message will get through better and more quickly.

Back in antiquity, Aristophanes was the first to create a system in which the comma, full stop and semicolon would help to promote clearer communication. Later, punctuation had its ups and downs, especially the latter, but in the Renaissance Aldo Manuzio and like-minded contemporaries succeeded in putting in place a punctuation system that became standard in our western language community. I believe that, as a starting point, we should keep to a standard of this kind when we write formally and professionally. If the boundaries are generous, there is a decent amount of tolerance for personal preferences, fun and wriggle-room within the standard.

Common language codes were one of the driving forces behind the great advances in Europe 500 years ago, with a common punctuation system as one of the foundations. In The Creative Society, Lars Tvede wrote that common language codes in particular are an indispensable condition if we in the west continue to desire dynamism and creativity.

In his massive tome The History and Power of Writing, the French historian Henri-Jean Martin emphasises the idea that grammar is the mother of all creative disciplines and logic made it possible to shape the rules for the particular logic of writing.

Ernest Hemingway was also among the defenders of conventional punctuation:



My attitude toward punctuation is that it ought to be as conventional as possible. (. . .) You ought to be able to show that you can do it a good deal better than anyone else with the regular tools before you have a license to bring in your own improvements.



But was Hemingway not one of the foremost writers of the last century? He was, but he nevertheless believed that there might be good grounds for deviating from the principles and rules that apply to punctuation – exactly the same attitude as that of Pablo Picasso: Learn the rules like a pro, so you can break them like an artist.

Today we say that we must think outside the box in order to achieve progress. That may be so, but it is also true to say that, where punctuation is concerned, people have been thinking inside the box for 2,000 years, and if we do not know what is inside it, most of us will be on shaky ground if we start inserting punctuation marks at our own discretion wherever we think they fit. Picasso broke the rules, but he had learned his craft thoroughly. The footballer Lionel Messi does unnatural things with the ball, but he has also practised simple basic drills thousands of times. The chess player Magnus Carlsen sometimes chooses moves that seem to be beyond all reason and go against the textbooks, but he too once learned chess from the very beginning. The better we know the principles, the basic rules, the settings my computer calls default, the better position we are in to do things with punctuation marks to give the text an extra quality of its own.

Theodor W. Adorno (1903–1969) was a German philosopher, musician and musicologist, and a shrewd sociologist who mercilessly criticised interference on the part of the authorities and other institutions of power. So no one would have raised an eyebrow if he had torn the punctuation rules to pieces and sent them to the happy hunting ground of language. But he did not. On the contrary, in a famous article of 1956 Adorno’s starting point was a lovely parallel between music and punctuation:



There is no element in which language resembles music more than in the punctuation marks. The comma and the period correspond to the half cadence and the authentic cadence. Exclamation points are like silent cymbal clashes, question marks like musical upbeats, colons dominant seventh chords; and only a person who can perceive the different weights of strong and weak phrasings in musical form can really feel the distinction between the comma and the semicolon.



So the musician Adorno also ends up by concluding that rules can be a fruitful basis for punctuation, like an echo against which we can test our choices:



One can sense the difference between a subjective will that brutally demolishes the rules and a tactful sensitivity that allows the rules to echo in the background even where it suspends them.



We have to know the rules if we are to break them – and we should also have a valid reason for doing so. The rules are good suggestions but they cannot always be used regardless. That is why we do not require zero tolerance of deviations from the rules, which is the message in British author Lynne Truss’s 2003 book Eats, Shoots & Leaves. We can recognise the same basic idea in the work of the German journalist and author Andreas Hock who, in his book Bin ich denn der Einzigste hier, wo Deutsch kann? (Am I the Only One Here Who Can Speak German?), makes fun of all the changes in the German language right from its conception. These two authors represent the red pen, the champion of the rules, the police constable who always knows best and never sees that discretion can and should be used. Especially when it comes to punctuation, it is also the case that there will often be uncertainty about what is right or wrong, or about what will function tolerably well and what will enhance the text. The competent writer knows that there are options available, where different punctuation marks will produce different expressions and nuances and create different impressions. In her doctoral thesis on punctuation in three Swedish novels, Alva Dahl concluded that advanced and independent writing ability is closely linked to punctuation that will give both able writers and competent readers the opportunity to exploit the potential of the text and get even more out of it. Dahl believes that in this way punctuation can contribute to greater interaction between reader and writer – not only by creating borders and connections in the text but also by creating a visual and auditory impression. Here Dahl is formulating a complete understanding, in which punctuation marks are more than just the final icing on the cake. The comma, full stop and other punctuation marks are a part of the raising agent in the cake itself.

Even Ben Jonson writing his English Grammar in 1617 came close to the point of balance between grammatical and rhetorical punctuation. His image of the balance was that logical punctuation showed the skeleton and structure of the language, while rhetorical punctuation marked its breathing.

We are approaching a philosophy of punctuation that we should greet with enthusiasm. It can be summarised as follows:



• The most important task of punctuation is to support communication, meaning that the person writing places the marks so that, as far as possible, the recipient will understand the message in the same way as the writer. The punctuation should make it easier, simpler and quicker to read.

• The grammatical system of punctuation ensures that the markings are positioned in such a way that meaningful pieces of text are given logical boundaries and connections.

• The rhetorical system assigns the same tasks to punctuation that a speaker must perform when preparing an oral presentation: planning, tone of voice, expression, gestures, movements, pauses, rhythm, speed and intonation. When we write, these effects are not available to us, but punctuation marks can help to mark, underline, emphasise and moderate, just as the body and voice do in a spoken performance.

• Punctuation is often made up of a mixture of grammatically and rhetorically based norms for what you should do, in proportions that vary from one language community to another. Grammar and rhetoric often produce the same result. When they do not, you have to choose. If you know the rules and are certain of what the punctuation marks can do for you, you will choose the one that provides the best communication, and it will help you if you have a clear understanding of context, purpose, readers and the text itself. It can be formulated thus: There now abideth grammar, rhetoric and good communication, these three. But the greatest of these is good communication, because we must seize the opportunities offered by punctuation marks – reflection from a semicolon, momentary, gentle reorientation from a comma, wondering from a question mark, expectation from a colon, emotion from an exclamation mark – and the finality of a full stop.
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