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Introduction

I’ve never understood those who lament the internet as a kind of death for the English language. Just look at the ways in which most of us, every day, use computers, mobile phones, websites, email and social networks. Vast volumes of mixed media may surround us, from music to games and videos. Yet almost all of our online actions still begin and end with writing: text messages, status updates, typed search queries, screens packed with verbal exchanges, and underpinning it all countless billions of words.

The twenty-first century is a hypertextual arena in several senses (hyper, ancient Greek: ‘over, beyond, overmuch, above measure’). Digital words are interconnected by active links, as they can never be on the page. But they are also above measure in their supply, their distribution, and the range of roles they play – from casual registers unthinkable a century ago to the most elaborately scholarly of debates and exegeses.

New things have always required new words, of course, and technological developments have fed into both written and spoken language since the earliest times. This is considerably trickier in some languages than others, thanks to the difficulty of expressing entirely novel words within fixed systems like symbolic characters (a computer in Mandarin is, for example, a diannao – [image: ] – which literally means an ‘electric brain’; while dian, meaning ‘electric’, itself originally described ‘lightning’).

With English, however, we have not only a language that has spent the best part of a millennium gleefully adopting new terms and ideas; we also have something truly international, whose history has become part of the history of countless places, peoples and movements.

Today, globalization and new technology have vastly accelerated both the speed and the scale of linguistic evolution – a process that is blurring many boundaries between languages, dialects and registers to the point of disintegration. Perhaps the greatest difference between digital and pre-digital times, however, is that it’s now a written (or, more precisely, a typed) rather than a spoken language driving these changes. The future of written words lies onscreen – and these screens are steadily transforming not only how we communicate, but what we mean and think.

Separated from human voices and faces, new conventions and registers are developing to express the emotional tone of typed words: from smiley faces built out of punctuation marks to subcultures of mockery and praise that adhere, in their own way, to unwritten etiquettes as elaborate as those of any Tudor court. Separated from pens and pages, too, these words are active agents in the world in a new sense: tools that can be countlessly replicated, adapted and shared.

For some people, this loosening and cheapening of words is a tragedy, dragging cultural standards ever closer to the gutter. For others, though – and I count myself among them – what’s happening is simply too big, too important and too exciting either to summarize or condemn.

Standard English, in which I’m typing these words, appeared over several centuries as the dominant form of ‘proper’ writing in our language. It was an enterprise that, for the first time, allowed the words we use to be regulated by reference to central authorities – dictionaries, grammars, experts. The fruits of this standardization include a truly global written culture and a clear, comprehensible language of official culture and organization.

Whether we like it or not, however, many of the official intentions behind Standard English are already unofficially defunct. For the first time in history, we live in a culture not only of mass literacy (itself a relatively recent revolution), but of mass participation in written discourse. Online, reading and writing – which not so long ago were among the most costly and elite of human activities – are almost infinitely available at little or no cost. For better and for worse, we are no longer simply speakers of our own tongue: we are all becoming both authors and audiences.

Indeed, the art and science of computer programming has brought with it an entirely new species of language: a form of written expression whose terms encode not only meanings but also entire interactive systems. In an age of information technology, information itself is becoming the stuff of self-sustaining worlds – worlds that consume an increasingly substantial proportion of our attention, innovation, effort and desire for self-expression.

Sometimes it can all be overwhelming, with any attempt to describe the changes facing us almost instantly outdated. Indeed, perhaps the only and best solution to this situation is the internet itself: an eternally unfinished collaboration, pooling the words of many millions.

Writing and researching this book, I have been both daunted and bewildered at times. Above all, though, I have felt exhilarated – and lucky as a lover of language to be alive today. Many of the great scholars, sages and authors of the past would have given anything to possess what a single screen can offer me in an instant: tens of millions of books, hundreds of millions of pages, and over a billion human voices competing in articulate cacophony.

These new stories of our language can, I believe, conjure the fragmentary story of our present with a vividness appropriate to the experience of living it. For each etymology isn’t so much a complete tale as an ongoing negotiation – a balance of meanings and readings for which there can be few better images than the restless texture of the digital world itself.

Clarity, concision and comprehension have always been the keys to using language well – something no amount of technology can change. I hope this book helps you in cultivating these, together with that most important ‘c’ of all: curiosity, without which we might as well not bother speaking at all.




1.
Computers

It’s easy to forget that, for most of its existence, the English word ‘computer’ referred not to machines, but to people who performed calculations. First used in the seventeenth century, the term arrived via French from the Latin computare, meaning to count or add up. Computare itself derived from the combination of the words com, meaning ‘with’, and putare, which originally meant ‘to prune’ in the sense of trimming something down to size, and which came to imply ‘reckoning’ by analogy with mentally pruning something down to a manageable estimate.

Long before eminent Victorians like Charles Babbage had even dreamed of calculating machines, human computing had been vital to such feats as the ancient Egyptians’ understanding of the motion of the stars and planets, with mathematicians like Ptolemy laboriously determining their paths (he also managed to calculate pi accurately to the equivalent of three decimal places: no mean feat for the first century AD).

As mathematics developed, the opportunities for elaborate and useful calculations increased – not least through the development of tables of logarithms, the first of which were compiled by English mathematician Henry Briggs in 1617. Such tables immensely simplified the complex calculations vital to tasks like navigation and astronomy by providing pre-calculated lists of the ratios between different large numbers – but whose construction required immense feats of human calculation both by mathematicians and increasingly necessary groups of trained assistants.

Even as recently as the Second World War, when Alan Turing and his fellows were establishing the revolutionary foundations of modern computing, the word ‘computers’ still referred to dedicated human teams of experts – like those working around Turing at Bletchley Park in England.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, it wasn’t until 1946 that the word ‘computer’ itself was used to refer to an ‘automatic electronic device’. This was, of course, only the beginning; and since then both the sense and the compound forms of the word have multiplied vastly. From ‘microcomputers’ to ‘personal computers’ and, more recently, ‘tablet computers’, we live in an age defined by Turing’s digital children.

It’s important to remember, though, just how recently machines surpassed men and women in the computation stakes. As late as the 1960s, teams of hundreds of trained human computers housed in dedicated offices were still being used to produce tables of numbers: a procedure that the first half of the twentieth century saw honed to a fine art, with leading mathematicians specializing in breaking down complex problems into easily repeatable steps.

It’s a sign of how fast and entirely times have changed since then that human computation is almost forgotten. And yet, in different forms, its principles remain alive in the twenty-first century – not least under the young banner of ‘crowdsourcing’, a word coined in 2006 in an article for Wired magazine by writer Jeff Howe to describe the outsourcing of a task to a large, scattered group of people.1

From identifying the contents of complex photographs to answering fuzzy questions or identifying poorly printed words, there remain plenty of tasks in a digital age that people are still better at than electronic computers. We may not call it ‘human computation’ any more, but the tactical deployment of massed brainpower to solve some problems remains more potent than ever.


2.
Signs of our times

Until its first use in emails in 1971, the @ symbol was an obscure object used to indicate pricing levels in accounting. Since then – when it was selected by programmer Ray Tomlinson, from around a dozen available punctuation characters, for use in his brand new e-mail software system – it has become one of the world’s most widely used symbols, and has gathered a bewildering and colourful variety of different descriptions in different languages.

While in English it is simply called the ‘at sign’, others are more poetic. In Italy it is chiocciola, ‘the snail’, thanks to its shape, a phrase the French also echo with petit escargot. In Finnish it is thought to look more like a curledup cat (miukumauku) while Russian leans towards a dog (sobaka). The Chinese sometimes call it xiao laoshu, or ‘little mouse’. But perhaps most colourful of all is the German interpretation: klammeraffe, or ‘spider-monkey’.

Still more eccentric is the story of Apple’s ‘command’ key, marked by a square with looped corners, or [image: ]. Known properly as the St John’s Arms, it’s an ancient, knot-like heraldic symbol, dating back in Scandinavia to at least 1000 BC, where it was used to ward off evil spirits and bad luck.

It’s still found today on Swedish maps, representing places of historical interest, thanks to its (approximate) resemblance to the tower of a castle viewed from above. Anecdote has it that the sign was suggested at Apple by the graphic designer Susan Kare, after Steve Jobs declared in a 1983 meeting that using Apple’s own brand symbol all over its keyboard was an excessive example of ‘taking the Apple logo in vain’.2 To many modern Mac users, though, it’s simply ‘the command squiggle’ or ‘splodge’.

Spare a thought, finally, for the # symbol and the unlikely diversity of English names it carries. If you’re using a social media service like Twitter, you’ll probably call it a ‘hash tag’; if you’re pressing the button bearing this symbol on a phone in North America, you should probably call it the ‘pound sign’; and if you’re trying to be internationally unambiguous, you might call it the ‘number sign’. If you’re a proof-reader, meanwhile, making this mark on a manuscript indicates the need to insert a space. You might also be tempted to call # a ‘sharp sign’, in the musical sense – but you’d technically be incorrect to do so, as the lines are angled differently if musical notation is intended.

What, then, is the origin of #? A far younger symbol than St John’s Arms and its ilk, one of its first recorded uses dates from 1920s America, when it served as a shorthand for ‘pounds’ in the sense of weight. Its subsequent adoption by telephone engineers at Bell Labs in the 1960s as a generic function key on their new ‘touch tone’ telephones helped enshrine this name in the popular American consciousness.

If, however, you’re looking to sound really clever, you can always call # an ‘octothorpe’ – a word fabricated especially by Bell engineers to match the symbol on their new phones. ‘Octothorpe’ mixes the Greek word for eight, octo (describing the figure’s eight points: one on each end of its four lines) with the mysterious ending ‘thorpe’, which may or may not refer to American athlete Jim Thorpe or the Old English word for a village, thorp. Thus far, the name has failed to catch on.
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