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Preface, or What This Book Is and Who It’s for

Do you use language—spoken, written, or signed—to communicate? Do you use technology to communicate with language? If you can answer yes to one or both of these (admittedly rhetorical) questions—and we’re guessing that you can—then this book is for you. More specifically, this is a book about you: both the language you use and the technology you use to communicate with language.

The 200-odd pages that lie before you explore the processes and products of a dynamic interaction between language and technology, a phenomenon we’re calling technolingualism. And at the heart of this phenomenon, we’ll see, lies the proposition that technology not only shapes but is also shaped by language. The flow of influence, in other words, runs both ways. On the one hand, technology can give rise to new linguistic structures, practices, and ideologies. Conversely—and this other half of the story often goes unacknowledged—language can also inspire technology, whether its physical shape or its operational design.

In short, technolingualism is the technological and linguistic consequences of the mutually influential relationship between language and technology.

What’s more, it turns out that you, me, and all those who can at the least read the very words of this sentence bear the sociolinguistic marks of technolingualism. We are, to put it baldly, technolinguals. For this reason alone this book is both for and about you, Dear Reader.

Our exploration of technolingualism unfolds in six stages (aka chapters), in which we consider eight different communication technologies. In Chapter 1 we look at the textualization of language, a quantum leap for spoken language that occurred with the invention of writing, arguably the greatest communication technology. Chapter 2 covers the printing press and typewriter, which, we argue, resulted in a mechanization of language. In Chapter 3 we level our sights on the telegraph and telephone, making the case that these two technologies brought about an abstraction of language. In Chapter 4 we take a linguistic dive into the realm of ones and zeros, arguing that computer technology led to a digitization of language. Chapter 5 tackles the cell phone and canvasses the technolingualism that arises out of the mobilization of language. Our final chapter spotlights the cochlear implant, a game-changing technology that has impacted hundreds of thousands of speakers around the world and which, we argue, has amounted to a regeneration of language. At each stage along our investigative journey, and for each technology, we address how language both shaped and was shaped by the technology.

Ultimately, this book seeks answers to the following pair of questions:


•How do language and technology interact?

•What happens, to either or both, as a result of this interaction?



If these questions interest you, Dear Reader—if you want to learn more about yourself and your language, and the technology that has shaped and been shaped by them—please read on.






1

Textualization of Language: Writing



A Technology for Forgetting, or an Argument between Two Men in Tunics

Let’s go back a few millennia, to the fifth century BCE.

Our setting is Athens. It’s another sweltering afternoon in the intellectual capital of ancient Greece. Socrates ambles across a cobblestone street, where he bumps into an old friend, Phaedrus. Phaedrus is giddy with excitement; he has spent the morning listening to a speech by the famous rhetorician Lysias. Socrates is eager to hear more about the speech and accompanies Phaedrus into the countryside, where the two men cool their feet in a stream and settle beneath a tree.

“Please,” Socrates begins, “repeat to me this speech which has stirred such excitement in you.”

But Phaedrus balks. “My dear Socrates, surely you must know that such eloquence and wisdom, as is typical of Lysias’s speeches, is impossible to ‘repeat.’”

“Certainly, my sweet Phaedrus. I wouldn’t want to tax your poor youthful memory more than it is used to.” He extends a bony finger at Phaedrus’s chest. “But since you have brought Lysias with you, perhaps you can produce him now.”

Phaedrus frowns. “It would seem that the heat has gotten to you, my sweet, aged friend. It’s only you and I here beneath this plane tree.”

“Then what is that under your garb?”

Phaedrus reaches into his toga and pulls out a written copy of Lysias’s speech.

“You’ve caught me,” Phaedrus sighs. “It is not Lysias himself that I carry under my wrap, but his precious words.”

Socrates takes the scroll and peers at the scribbled lines. “Would that you had brought Lysias instead. Tell me, sweet friend, if I ask this scroll a question, will it respond?”

“Surely you know that it will not.”

“And should I need clarification of its arguments, or should I wish to challenge its wisdom, can I do so?”

Phaedrus only looks at the ground, deflated.

“Dear Phaedrus,” Socrates continues, “this technology of yours has not only allowed you to forget the true speech, it has also cut you off from dialogue. These words that you now rely on are as silent as the stones upon the bed of this stream. Tell me, what good can come of such a discovery? What of memory, of verbal exchange, or of speaking from the heart? I tell you, sweet Phaedrus, this technology will be the end of man’s intellect.”

∞

Nearly 2,500 years ago Socrates critiqued the effect that writing, as a then-modern technology, would have on Athenian intellectual society. He recognized its transformative potential. And like many people in our own time, he was skeptical of how the new technology would change social behaviors and values. As we’ll see in the pages ahead, writing has in fact led to many changes in the ways we think and act. This extends to our language, too—both in terms of how we actually use it and how we think about or evaluate it.

Yet Socrates failed to consider the other side of the coin: that the technology of writing has also been shaped by language itself. To this end, in the first part of this chapter we’ll look at how linguistic structures, practices, and ideologies have acted on what Socrates, long ago, condemned as the “technology for forgetting.”

Writing, we’ll show, is a powerful technology that has both informed and been informed by human language. As such, it’s a prime example of the nature and dynamics of technolingualism.

Writing as Technology

It might seem strange to think of writing as “technology.” There’s nothing electronic to it. No sophisticated assembly of mechanical parts. Yet every time you put pencil to paper, you’re participating in one of humankind’s grandest inventions—right up there with the wheel, the domestication of plants, and the computer.

Perhaps more than any other technology, writing fundamentally altered our relationship to ourselves and to others. It reconfigured our brains, both literally and figuratively.1 And it allowed for new ways of conceptualizing time, space, and potentiality. Nobel Prize winner Hermann Hesse famously wrote that “among the many worlds which man did not receive as a gift of nature, but which he created with his own spirit, the world of books is the greatest. Without words, without writing, and without books there would be no history, there would be no concept of humanity.”2

But writing also changed our relationship to language itself. It enabled us to overcome the fleeting, unruly nature of real-time speech; organize and document thought; and sculpt polished paragraphs from welters of words and ideas. Christian Vandendorpe notes that writing “introduced the possibility of order, continuity, and consistency where there had been fluidity and chaos.”3 Writing, in other words, was the yoke our ancestors strapped onto language to bring it under their control.

As we explore the many ways that writing and language have affected each other over the centuries, we’ll occasionally return to this writing-as-a-yoke metaphor. It serves the larger point that, like other technologies, humans invented writing in order to master realities around them—in this case, language. But not just the words and sounds of language; the technology of writing afforded those who wielded it the power over language ideologies, too (i.e., the beliefs, judgments, and perceptions that speakers have about language, whether their own or the language of others).

But writing is not just a technology; it’s a language technology, created from and for language. The two are inherently and inextricably linked. Thus we’ve chosen to begin our exploration of the interaction between language and technology—a mutually influential process we’re calling technolingualism—with writing.

What Is Writing?

In the most basic sense, writing is a way of representing spoken language through symbols. These symbols can stand for a sound, a real or imaginary object, or an abstract concept. As a representative system, writing also displaces speech in time and space. Have you ever had something you wrote, or something you said that was written down and read by someone else, taken out of context? This was probably because of the displacing effect of writing. The symbols stripped your words of their immediate context and transported them to another time and place for reinterpretation.

Imagine that you take a picture of a person crying at a funeral, but you crop the picture down to only the person’s tearful face. Then you send it to ten different friends and ask them to guess why the person is crying. You’ll likely get different interpretations. Basically, the same thing happens to language when it gets textualized.

In fact this was one reason why Socrates took a skeptical stance on writing. He deemed it “inhuman” because, unlike speech, which is “alive” with sound and context, writing is a lifeless technology. It can neither defend itself when questioned nor respond to new questions. And as we saw in our chapter’s opening scene, Socrates also argued that writing corrodes an individual’s memory, essentially making the mind a slave to the page. Writing was, in his words, “an invented elixir not of memory, but of reminding.”4

Granted, the tuniced sage had a point. Committing thoughts to paper means you don’t have to commit them to memory. So yes, it seems plausible that writing might encourage some amount of “cognitive laziness.” And it’s also true that you can’t “dialogue” with marks on a page—the corollary being that writing, then, discourages social interaction. (Is it just us, or do Socrates’s criticisms of writing sound uncannily similar to modern-day criticisms of digital devices?)

But in all his cautioning and criticizing, Socrates failed to recognize the extraordinary benefits that the “technology for forgetting” might yield—especially for those who learned to wield it to their advantage. In his Pulitzer Prize–winning study of the inequities among the world’s societies, Jared Diamond describes how writing benefitted Spanish conquistadors in their campaign against the preliterate Incan Empire. Commands, strategies, accounts of earlier expeditions, and field updates—these written documents provided the Spaniards with invaluable strategic knowledge. “While all those types of information,” Diamond writes, “were also transmitted by other means in preliterate societies, writing made the transmission easier, more detailed, more accurate, and more persuasive.5” The argument here is that, as with weapons, microbes, and durable means of transportation, writing was a technology that afforded one smaller group of people (i.e., the conquistadores) an enormous, multifaceted advantage over a much larger group (i.e., the Aztecs). So much so that it helped several hundred Spaniards subdue an empire of millions.

Others have argued that the invention of writing changes the way a society thinks. Sociologists Jack Goody and Ian Watt make the case that the ability to physically record history encourages critical thinking, discussion, and solution finding.6 Their argument goes something like this: Literate societies are more liable to deal with historical unpleasantries because these can be documented with writing. Oral societies, on the other hand, can selectively transmit across generations only what they wish to have remembered. Thus, Goody and Watt’s conclusion goes, societies that have unsavory histories attested (or “captured,” as it were) in written records are compelled to analyze, or even come to terms with, their pasts in order to explain their actions.

Some scholars have even considered whether the type of writing system a culture develops or adopts can affect the way its people think. In The Alphabet Effect, Robert Logan contends that the alphabet was the catalyst for intellectual thought and science in Western civilization. A phonetic alphabet, he argues, promotes abstraction, analysis, and the coding of information—cognitive skills that are used in philosophy, religion, law, social organization, and science. He sums up his thesis as follows: “Of all mankind’s inventions, with the possible exception of language itself, nothing has proved more useful or led to more innovations than the alphabet.... It has influenced the development of our thought patterns, our social institutions, and our very sense of ourselves.”7

A few years after Logan’s book, William C. Hannas approached the same topic from another perspective. In The Writing on the Wall, he looks at the impact that non-alphabets might have on a society’s capacity for creativity, in particular the Chinese and Japanese character-based writing systems. His theory goes like this: Non-alphabetic systems do not compel readers to parse language into individual sounds and abstract down to the smallest units of sound (i.e., phonemes); instead, they promote concrete, holistic and nonanalytical thought. Hannas furthermore claims that since abstract, analytical thought is the basis for ingenuity, the Asian orthographic systems “curb creativity” in nations like China and Japan. These societies are good at copying or adopting innovation, he argues, but it’s the alphabet-using nations that are the trailblazers of originality in science, technology, and research.

To his credit, Hannas’s evidence is wide ranging. He draws on linguistic data as well as history, science, commerce, sociology, and psychology. But his theory itself remains controversial, having been criticized as Eurocentric and for failing to consider deeper cultural practices that might discourage individualism and creativity. Nevertheless, most anthropologists today agree with the sociocultural precept that writing does, to various degrees, inform cultural practices, beliefs, values, and ideologies.8

Questions like this, about the relationship between writing and society, will no doubt continue to be discussed. Our main concern here, however, is the textualization of language—in particular, how language both affects and is affected by writing. But before we can start in on our technolingual argument, we need to take a quick look at where, when, and how writing came about.

How Writing Came About: A (Very) Short Primer

We’ll start with some disappointing news: no one knows for certain when, where, why, how, or even by whom writing was invented. The reason is self-evident: before writing, there were no durable or material means of chronicling its history. Most of what’s been pieced together about the development of writing comes from archaeological finds, fragments of texts and documents from later periods, and stories passed down by word of mouth.9 The consoling news, however, is that archaeologists, linguists, and historians have done an incredible job of reconstructing a likely narrative.

First, it’s important to keep in mind how relatively “new” the technology of writing is in the grand scheme of human history. Figure 1.1 offers a simple timeline of mankind’s major innovations. We can see that writing was invented anywhere from 47,000 to 97,000 years after the rise of human language, 37,000 years after people first crafted boats sturdy enough to travel to Australia from Southeast Asia, and 9,000 years following the first cultivation of crops in Mesopotamia.


[image: ]


FIGURE 1.1Timeline of major innovations.





Second, it’s worth noting that writing most likely didn’t come about through a onetime stroke of genius. A cavewoman, for instance, didn’t kneel down by the fire one day and start scratching systematically recurring symbols in the dirt. It seems more likely that the symbolically representative concept behind writing—that one can “transport” and “capture” things in the real world with, say, scratches in the dirt—originated in artwork painted or engraved on cave walls, rocks, shells, and so on. The images there are indeed representations of things in the real world and can even be “read” as a picture story. Moreover, once the concept behind writing was hit upon, its subsequent evolution occurred in stages that appear to be common to the few independently developed writing systems: pictographs became ideographs, which became rebus, which became symbols with varying degrees of phonetic values.

Initial attempts to symbolize spoken language began with pictorial signs. No one paid attention to actual sounds. So a depiction of a “star” (★) represented the actual twinkling thing in the night sky and not a collective pronunciation of the s, t, and r sounds. These pictographs could also be put together to make a “sentence”; for instance, the string of pictographs ★  ☉ could be interpreted, among countless other possibilities, as “the person gazes at the stars.”

Then the pictographs grew up and left home, so to speak. They went from directly representing things in the world to representing the idea of these things. So ★ meant not just an actual star in the sky you can see twinkling, but the idea of that twinkling point of light. When this leap occurred, we say that the ★ pictograph became the ★ ideograph. One way to tell the two apart is by comparing the symbol’s form and meaning. A pictograph generally has a clear visible relationship to what it represents (e.g., ☉ clearly resembles an eye), whereas the relationship between an ideograph and its meaning is often arbitrary (e.g.,  and ♌ might mean “cliff” and “remorse,” respectively). Arabic numerals offer a more relatable example. The nonphonetic symbol “5” represents an idea (i.e., a countable amount, equal to the total number of fingers on one hand) and it doesn’t resemble its meaning in either visual (e.g., ||||| or even, perhaps, ) or acoustic (i.e., five in English, cinque in French, viisi in Finnish, and so on) ways.

As far as we can tell, all writing systems, past and present, underwent this expansion from pictographic to ideographic symbolization. They then advanced to a third stage to varying degrees: the actual sounds of the language—whether for a single sound segment (e.g., “d”) or a string of sounds (e.g., Japanese katakana カ, equivalent to the syllable ka in English)—were encoded into symbols.

But this giant step forward didn’t happen suddenly. A crucial development occurred in between. At some point it was discovered that homophones—words that are pronounced the same—could lend their phonetic properties to signify an abstract word or idea that was difficult or impossible to render as a pictograph or ideograph. Linguists call this the rebus principle, and it’s a stage common to all writing systems that were developed independently (i.e., without influence from an outside society’s writing system).

Rebus works like this in English: The noun bee and the verb be are homophonous. The little buzzing insect isn’t too hard to draw. But how would one go about drawing the verb be? Well, you draw a bee and make it stand for be. If we drew the numeral 4 followed by pictures of an eye, a tin can, and ocean waves, it wouldn’t take you long, Dear Reader, to
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