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On march 26th Mike Pence, America’s
vice-president, gave a speech at the us

Space & Rocket Centre in Huntsville, Ala-
bama, in which he told his audience that he
was bringing forward, “by any means nec-
essary”, the target date for America to send
astronauts back to the Moon. The previous
deadline had been 2028. It was now 2024.
Then, on May 13th, nasa’s administrator
Jim Bridenstine gave the reinvigorated pro-
ject a name. It will be called “Artemis”, after
Apollo’s twin sister, the ancient Greek god-
dess of the Moon. Following this, on July
10th, Mr Bridenstine moved two long-
standing managers of nasa’s human space
flight programme to other duties, writing
in his memo, “In an effort to meet this chal-
lenge, I have decided to make leadership
changes to the Human Exploration and Op-
erations (heo) Mission Directorate.”

The timing of all this is surely no coinci-
dence. On July 21st it will be exactly 50 years
since Neil Armstrong fluffed his lines at the
culmination of the original Moon pro-
gramme—his “small step” off Apollo 11’s lu-
nar module, Eagle, onto the regolith of the
Sea of Tranquillity. America abandoned

Moon shots 41 months later, and attempts
to revive them have never appeared con-
vincing. But Artemis looks not unlike the
real deal. For one thing, its arrival on the
Moon will now fall conveniently within
the second term of office of Mr Pence and
his boss, Donald Trump, should they be re-
elected in 2020. It also helps that Artemis is
recycling ideas salvaged from those previ-
ous attempts, notably the Constellation
programme, unveiled in 2005 by George W.
Bush and cancelled five years later by Ba-
rack Obama.

Village people
Nor will Artemis be alone. In matters lunar,
something is stirring. China’s space agen-
cy, though in less of a hurry than Mr Pence,
also plans to land people on the Moon. Its
target date is 2035. Other agencies, Euro-
pean, Indian, Japanese and Russian, intend

to bombard the place with robot probes.
And private enterprise is also seeking a
share of the glory. In the mind of Johann-
Dietrich Wörner, head of the European
Space Agency, there is a sense of communi-
ty among these ventures, giving rise to
what he calls a “Moon village”. 

Some, indeed, would go further, and
convert this village from a metaphor into a
reality. People like Robert Zubrin, a promi-
nent American evangelist for manned
space flight, think that this time around
there should be no namby-pamby messing
about with tip-and-run missions like Apol-
lo. A Moon base should be the objective
from the beginning. 

It could be built quickly, according to a
blueprint Dr Zubrin, an aerospace engi-
neer, published in a book called “The Case
for Space”. It would be at one of the lunar
poles, where mountain tops in near-per-
petual sunlight could house solar-energy
farms, and craters in everlasting shadow
contain ice from billions of years of comet
impacts. This ice could supply drinking
water. It could also, if its molecules were
split by electricity from the mountain tops,
provide oxygen for breathing, and hydro-
gen and further oxygen for rocket fuel. 

Dr Zubrin’s back-of-the-envelope calcu-
lations suggest his base would cost about
$7bn, and take seven years to develop and
build. Thereafter, it would need $250m a
year to sustain it. nasa, however, has other
plans. Though Artemis does require a base
of sorts, that base will not be on the Moon.
Instead, it will be an intermittently crewed 
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2 space station, the Lunar Orbital Platform—
Gateway (depicted, about to dock with a
supply vessel, in an artist’s impression on
the previous page) that is in orbit around
the Moon.

Artemis will work like this. Its crewed
vehicle, Orion, is a version of a craft origi-
nally designed for the now-abandoned
Constellation project. Similarly, the rocket
which will lift Orion, the Space Launch Sys-
tem (sls), is a cut-down version of Constel-
lation’s heavy lifter, Ares V. Orion’s destina-
tion will be Gateway. Two of its four crew
will stay on the station while the others de-
scend to the surface in a special lunar shut-
tle, do their stuff, then return to Gateway
and thence to Earth, leaving the station un-
crewed until the next mission arrives.

If Congress approves the additional
$20bn-30bn for nasa’s budget that Mr Bri-
denstine says the project will require over
the next five years—a big “if”—Orion, the
sls and the lunar shuttle could all be ready
and tested within Mr Pence’s timetable.
There is, however, the small matter of Gate-
way itself, for which existing plans involve
all the partners of the International Space
Station (iss)—Europe, Russia, Japan and
Canada, as well as America. 

The first Gateway module is intended
for launch in 2022 and subsequent compo-
nents would go up in a series of missions
using both commercial and sls launches,
until 2028. This means that, when Orion
arrives at Gateway in 2024 with its Moon-
bound astronauts, it will dock with a par-
tially completed space station. There is no
official cost for the Gateway project but,
given the $150bn price tag of the iss, it
would be a surprise if the lunar space sta-
tion cost less than several tens of billions of
dollars. In light of all this, Dr Zubrin’s ap-
proach starts to look attractive.

Look East
As with the iss, currently in orbit around
Earth at an altitude of 400km, China is
pointedly excluded from involvement in
building Gateway. American law prevents
nasa collaborating with the Chinese—
something regretted by Wu Ji, a former di-
rector-general of China’s National Space
Science Centre who is now an adviser to the
government. 

In fact, says Dr Wu, China’s main goal in
space over the next decade is to build a
space station of its own in orbit around
Earth. Development of a crewed Moon pro-
gramme will probably begin in the
mid-2020s. “By 2035, there will be a Chi-
nese person landing on the Moon,” he says.
But there is no rush. “We are not in compe-
tition with anybody. So we go step by step.
So even if we land Chinese on the surface of
the Moon by 2035, it’s still great.”

China has, however, already landed un-
manned probes there. Its most recent mis-
sion, Chang’e 4, touched down on the lunar

far side (the part never visible from Earth)
in January. The next two probes in the se-
ries will be sample-return missions, and
further craft will explore the Moon’s poles.

The launch of India’s second lunar mis-
sion, Chandrayaan 2, which will put a land-
er and a rover down near the south pole,
has been delayed, but should happen soon.
India is also working with Japan’s space
agency, jaxa, to develop a joint robotic
mission. Russia, too, has plans. Luna 25,
scheduled for 2021, will be another visitor
to the south pole. And six more Luna mis-
sions—orbiters and landers—are intended
to follow before the end of the decade. 

From a scientific point of view, the
Moon is not only of interest in its own
right. It is also a museum of the solar sys-
tem’s past. Its surface will probably be
strewn with terrestrial rocks older than
anything now preserved on Earth that were
blasted into space aeons ago by asteroids
colliding with that planet. It will also pre-
serve clues about the sun’s history, the ga-
lactic environments that the solar system
has encountered on its journey through
space since its formation 4.6bn years ago,
and the abundance in the early solar sys-
tem of objects so large that their impact
might have interfered with the emergence
of life on Earth or elsewhere. 

The Moon (or rather its far side) is also a
good place to hide radio telescopes from
the deluge of radio waves coming from
Earth’s surface. There, they will be able to
pick up signals that are otherwise
swamped—particularly, radiation from the
earliest days of the universe, which may
encode details of the origin of everything. 

As to the Moon village’s non-govern-
mental members, these are led by the usual
suspects of private space flight, Elon Musk
(SpaceX) and Jeff Bezos (Blue Origin), both

billionaires who hope that the Moon might
one day be made to pay its way, but who
would probably admit that the whole, gid-
dy adventure of it, rather than the prospect
of profit, is what truly drives them on. 

Space invaders
SpaceX already has a contract for lunar tou-
rism. Yusaku Maezawa, founder of Zozo-
town, Japan’s largest online clothing retail-
er, wants to take a group of artists with him
for a project he calls #dearMoon. This is a
free-return-trajectory trip around the
Moon (there and back again, passing be-
hind the far side, but without going into or-
bit) that SpaceX says could happen as early
as 2023 using the Starship spacecraft the
firm is developing. If the sls does not mea-
sure up, the Starship system might take on
its job, too.

Blue Origin, meanwhile, recently un-
veiled a mock-up of its Blue Moon lunar
lander. The company claims this would be
able to deliver 3.6 tonnes of cargo to the
Moon’s surface. That is just the sort of thing
Dr Zubrin would need to help construct his
Moon base, but a more likely first mission
for it would be as Artemis’s lunar shuttle.

Besides the two behemoths, smaller fry
are also involved in the Moon village’s
commercial side. One of these, Astrobotic,
a firm in Pittsburgh, is developing an un-
manned lunar lander it calls Peregrine.
This will carry the Mexican Space Agency’s
first lunar payload. Astrobotic is also one of
three firms awarded contracts by nasa as
part of its Commercial Lunar Payload Ser-
vices programme. The other two are Intu-
itive Machines of Houston, Texas and 
OrbitBeyond of Edison, New Jersey. nasa
wants these companies to help it survey va-
rious places on the Moon’s surface that
might be suitable for building bases.

Even if Dr Zubrin does not get his way,
then, there are likely, within decades, to be
permanent human outposts on the Moon,
frequented by scientists and tourists from
many countries. The place will thus be-
come something like Antarctica is today—
hard to get to, but not impossible if you
have the money or the right government
backing. And, just as Antarctica is no lon-
ger enough in the eyes of those who look to
explore new frontiers, so, in the minds of
some, the residents of these actual Moon
villages will be testing human endurance,
psychology and technology with a view to
constructing an even more remote hamlet:
on Mars. 7

Yesterday’s version of tomorrow

Science correspondent’s job
The Economist is looking for a new Science and
Technology correspondent. Knowledge of the field,
an ability to write informatively, succinctly and
wittily, and an insatiable curiosity are more
important attributes than prior journalistic
experience. Please send a CV, a brief letter
introducing yourself, and an article of 600 words
suitable for publication to scijob@economist.com.
The closing date for applications is August 23rd.
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Elon musk, perhaps the world’s most
famous entrepreneur, is sometimes re-

ferred to as “the Trump of technology”—
not for political reasons, but because of his
habit of making, at short notice, spectacu-
lar pronouncements that stretch the
bounds of credibility. On July 16th he was at
it again, unveiling a new type of brain-
machine interface (bmi). If human beings
do not enter a symbiosis with artificial in-
telligence (ai), he declared, they are sure to
be left behind. And he, the announcement
implied, was going to be the man who
stopped that happening.

Connecting brains directly to machines
is a long-standing aspiration. And it is al-
ready happening, albeit in a crude way. In
deep-brain stimulation, for example,
neurosurgeons implant a few electrodes
into a patient’s brain in order to treat Par-
kinson’s disease. Utah arrays, collections
of 100 conductive silicon needles, are now
employed experimentally to record brain
waves. A team at the University of Wash-
ington has built a “brain-to-brain network”
that allows people to play games with each
other using just their thoughts. And re-
searchers at the University of California,
San Francisco, have captured neural sig-
nals from people as they talk, and have
then turned that information, via a com-
puter, into intelligible speech.

As with all things Musk-related, Neura-
link is much more ambitious. The firm
does not just want to develop a better bmi.
Its aim is to create a “neural lace”, a mesh of
ultra-thin electrodes that capture as much
information from the brain as possible.
Unsurprisingly, hurdles abound. The elec-
trodes needed to do this must be flexible,
so that they do not damage brain tissue and
will also last for a long time. They have to
number at least in the thousands, to pro-
vide sufficient bandwidth. And to make the
implantation of so many electrodes safe,
painless and effective, the process has to be
automated, much like lasik surgery,
which uses lasers to correct eyesight.

Neuralink does indeed seem to have
made progress towards these goals. Its pre-
sentation, at the California Academy of Sci-
ences, in San Francisco, included videos of
a neurosurgical robot that is best described
as a sewing machine. This robot grabs
“threads” (films, containing electrodes,
that measure less than a quarter of the di-
ameter of a human hair), and shoots them
deep into the brain through a hole in the

skull. It is capable of inserting six threads,
each carrying 32 electrodes, per minute.
The firm has also designed a chip that can
handle signals from as many as 3,072 elec-
trodes—30 times more than current sys-
tems—and transmit them wirelessly.

The real magic, however, kicks in only
when the output is analysed—which hap-
pens in real time. Looked at superficially,
neurons in the brain seem to fire at ran-
dom. Software can, though, detect patterns
when the individual those neurons are in
does certain things. Stick enough elec-
trodes into someone’s motor cortex, for in-
stance, and it is possible to record what
happens in the brain when he types on a
keyboard or moves a mouse around. Those
data can then be used to control a computer
directly. Conversely, the electrodes can be
employed to stimulate neurons, perhaps to
give the person in question the feeling of
touching something.

Neuralink has already tested its system
successfully on rats and monkeys. These

were, it says, able to move cursors on
screens with it. The firm now hopes to
work with human volunteers, perhaps as
early as next year should America’s Food
and Drug Administration play along. 

The first goal is to use the technology to
help people overcome such ailments as
blindness and paralysis. Neuralink is,
however, clearly aiming for a bigger market
than this. It has also designed a small de-
vice that would sit behind someone’s ear,
picking up signals from the implanted chip
and passing them on as appropriate. In a
few years, using a brain implant to control
your devices may be as de rigueur among
San Francisco’s techno-chics as wearing
wireless earbuds is today. Ultimately, Mr
Musk predicts, neural lace will allow hu-
mans to merge with ai systems, thus en-
abling the species to survive. 

Though, as this announcement shows,
Mr Musk does have a habit of presenting
himself as the saviour of the human race
(his desire to settle Mars seems motivated
partly by fear of what might, in the future,
happen to Earth), the idea that some ma-
chines at least will come under the direct
control of human brains seems plausible.
The biggest obstruction to this happening
will probably not be writing the software
needed to interpret brainwaves, but rather
persuading people that the necessary sur-
gery, whether by sewing machine or other-
wise, is actually a good idea. 7

S A N  F R A N CI S CO

The boss of Tesla and SpaceX wants to link brains directly to machines

Brain-machine interfaces

A scent of Musk

At the moment, Bank of England £50 notes feature James Watt, whose steam engines
powered the Industrial Revolution, and his business partner Matthew Boulton. On July
15th, however, the bank announced that from 2021 fifties will instead depict Alan Turing,
the man who built Colossus, the world’s first programmable, electronic, digital
computer and who also developed much of the theory of computer science, especially
the idea of algorithms. Colossus was used to break German codes during the second
world war, shortening hostilities considerably. That won Turing scant recognition
though, partly because of the project’s secrecy and partly because he was gay, and
homosexual activity was then illegal in Britain. Which changed the world more, steam
engines or computers, is debatable. But Watt died in his 80s, rich and lauded by his
fellows. Turing died of cyanide poisoning, possibly self-inflicted, at the age of 41.

Due credit
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Striking matches on their rope-rough-
ened palms, the burly whalers who

chase Moby Dick seem unlikely avatars for
modernity. But in an important, even pro-
phetic way, that is what they are. The crew
of the Pequod are a wondrous deputation
“from all the isles of the sea, and all the
ends of the earth”. Sailors of at least 13 na-
tionalities are “federated along one keel”
with Captain Ahab: Chinese and Tahitian,
Icelandic and Portuguese. Their creator,
Herman Melville—who was born 200 years
ago, on August 1st 1819—was the first great
writer of the age of globalisation. 

The 19th century witnessed an unprece-
dented international circulation of people,
goods and ideas. Sailors were at the fore-
front of this exchange, crossing and re-
crossing oceans in a “devious zig-zag
world-circle”, as Melville put it, constantly
exposed to exotic lands and strange cus-
toms. A shortage of manpower and the
dangers of the sea meant captains often
cared little who shipped with them, pro-
vided they were able mariners. This was a
cosmopolitanism of necessity rather than
ideology, a grassroots phenomenon largely

overlooked by contemporary authors. 
But not by Melville. As a Jack-Tar of 19,

he sailed the New York-to-Liverpool circuit
in 1839, an experience he recalled ten years
later in his novel “Redburn”. He saw the aw-
ful conditions endured by Irish immi-
grants below decks and the hostility they
encountered upon arrival in America. “If
they can get here,” Melville thought, “they
have God’s right to come.” The docking of
an Indian vessel in Liverpool was an oppor-
tunity to swap stories with a Lascar sailor.
“It is a God-send to fall in with a fellow like
this,” Melville later wrote. “His experiences
are like a man from the moon—wholly
strange, a new revelation.”

He took his education on the ground—
and on the water—having been withdrawn
from formal schooling at 12 on the death of

his bankrupt father. In January 1841 he
shipped from New Bedford as a whaler;
over the next four years he was briefly im-
prisoned in Tahiti for taking part in a mu-
tiny and hitched across the Pacific. He
worked as a farmhand and as a pin-setter in
a Hawaiian bowling alley. This journey,
too, became material for his stories. 

In them, rigid land-based axioms give
way to social and moral fluidity. In the “wa-
tery part of the world”, categories of class,
nation and race dissolve; the company in-
cludes “renegades, and castaways, and
cannibals”. In “Moby Dick”, the master-
piece Melville published in 1851, Queequeg,
an expert harpooner (and reputed man-
eater) from the South Seas, earns more than
Ishmael, the inexperienced white narrator.
In his early book “Omoo” (1847), a work-
house foundling becomes a Pacific war-
lord. The late novella “Billy Budd” men-
tions African-Americans fighting under
the British flag at the Battle of Trafalgar. 

Or, The Whale
Travel led Melville to question the concepts
of “savagery” and “civilisation”. “I call a sav-
age a something highly desirable to be civi-
lised off the face of the earth,” said his more
parochial contemporary, Charles Dickens.
For his part, Melville jumped ship at Nuku
Hiva, in the Marquesas Islands, and spent a
month with a tribe untouched by Western
influence. That led to the radical defence of
cannibalism in “Typee” (1846), his first
book, as a form of justice no more barbaric
than Britain’s erstwhile habit of displaying 
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hung, drawn and quartered bodies. 
Since everyone saw the world through

the prism of their own culture, Melville be-
lieved, no society could claim moral supe-
riority over another. In “White-Jacket”
(1850), a Polynesian aboard an American
frigate bound for New England has never
before ventured beyond his home. “His
tastes were our abominations: ours his,”
the narrator observes. “Our creed he reject-
ed: his we.” The upshot is that “neither was
wrong, but both right.” In lectures the au-
thor gave about his experiences, he advo-
cated travel as a way to dispel bigotry. The
racist, he said, “finds several hundred mil-
lions of people of all shades of colour…And
learns to give up his foolish prejudice.”

If differences are respected in Melville’s
globalised world, commonalities emerge,
too. Sailors learn each other’s languages
and develop hybrid dialects. In moments
of leisure, the crew of the Pequod lie in the
forecastle swapping tales of women and
wandering, singing shanties and dancing
jigs. Prejudice and nationalism are too in-
grained to vanish entirely; but, through
mutual dependence on the high seas, inter-
racial bonds are forged. “You sink your
clan; down goes your nation; you speak a
world’s language, jovially jabbering in the
Lingua-Franca of the forecastle.”

After “Moby Dick”, a succession of Mel-
ville’s novels failed. Many contemporaries
were surprised to learn he had died in 1891:
they assumed he was dead already. But
since its rediscovery in the early 20th cen-
tury, the tale of Ahab’s hubristic vendetta
against the whale has become an all-pur-
pose political fable. In the 1950s C.L.R.
James, a Trinidadian writer, described the
book as “the biography of the last days of
Adolf Hitler.” It has been deployed to decry
the Vietnam war, George W. Bush’s crusade
against the “axis of evil”, Osama bin Laden’s
jihad against the West, Vladimir Putin’s ha-
tred of nato, Donald Trump’s pursuit of a
border wall and Theresa May’s quest for a
Brexit withdrawal agreement. 

Today the white whale spouts across the
globe. In Arabic the famous first line is
“Call me Isma’il”; in Japanese it is “Call me
Ishumeeru”. Melville’s leviathan has be-
come a mirror for preoccupations every-
where. Iranian scholars debate the book’s
Zoroastrian and Islamic elements; Mel-
ville, some argue, believed fate trumped
morality as the ancient Sasanians did. Dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution Chinese peda-
gogues claimed Melville was a rare anti-
capitalist American author. Germans note
the influence of Goethe; Japanese academ-
ics think Ahab’s harpooner, the mysterious
Fedallah, is one of their own. On the Ant-
arctic Peninsula, meanwhile, huddle
Mount Ahab, Tashtego Point and a glacier
named Pequod. Two centuries after his
birth, Melville continues to federate the
world along one keel. 7

In the early 1970s Gay Talese set out to
record the evolution of America’s sexual

mores. Nine years of immersive research
led to “Thy Neighbour’s Wife”, in which he
wove histories of pornography and obscen-
ity law with lurid tales of sex gurus and
swingers. The book was a sensation even
before its publication in 1981. 

Much has changed since. The aids cri-
sis led to discussions of safe sex; a new
wave of feminism decried discrimination.
Americans have become more accepting of
premarital and same-sex relationships.
After reporting on “halfway-hookers” in
vip nightclubs for New York Magazine in
2010, Lisa Taddeo decided to write an up-
dated “Thy Neighbour’s Wife”, only “from a
woman’s perspective”. Mr Talese focused
on male fantasies and needs; Ms Taddeo
spent eight years with three women in
Rhode Island, Indiana and North Dakota.
She intends them to “stand for the whole of
what longing in America looks like”. 

The subjects of “Three Women” contra-
dict Mr Talese’s claim that “the initiators
were nearly always men and the inhibitors
were nearly always women”. Sloane (not
her real name), a glamorous restaurateur,
has always enjoyed “messing around” with
men and women; that her husband likes to
watch is the talk of their small town. Lina, a
stay-at-home mother of two young chil-
dren, longs for her husband’s touch: “it’s as
though [she] is living with a room-mate.”
Her passion finds an outlet in roadside ren-
dezvous with Aidan, an old boyfriend she
re-encounters on Facebook. At 16 Maggie
fell in love with her high-school teacher,
Aaron. They stole illicit moments after
class or in cars, until his wife found a com-
promising text message. 

Ms Taddeo spent time in these women’s
home towns to better grasp their lives, and
she writes about them with sensitivity. She
has a novelist’s interest in small details:
how the whiff of Aidan’s preferred beer is
associated by Lina with “pure passion”;
Maggie’s raddled copy of “Twilight”, her fa-
vourite book, which is sprayed with her
teacher’s cologne and filled with his notes.
Rather than dealing in cheap titillation, the
author crafts engaging narratives. The
reader first meets Maggie in court—years
after the event, she has reported Aaron for
corrupting her as a minor. Sloane’s cool
adult demeanour is juxtaposed with her

adolescent eating disorders and her emo-
tionally stifled upbringing. 

“Three Women” captures the pain and
powerlessness of desire as well as its heady
joys. Still, the abiding impression is not of
the subjects’ candour, nor their lust, nor
even of the abuse that, one way or another,
all three have suffered. Rather it is a sense
that, for all the freedoms women have won,
female desire is often still considered un-
ruly and unacceptable, even repulsive. 

The sort of names some women call
Sloane behind her back—slut, tart,
whore—they say to Maggie’s face. Lina’s ac-
quaintances are sympathetic about her
failing marriage but scornful of her affair.
“I set out to register the heat and sting of fe-
male want,” Ms Taddeo reflects, “so that
men and other women might more easily
comprehend before they condemn.” 7

Sex in America

What women want

Three Women. By Lisa Taddeo. Simon &
Schuster; 320 pages; $27. Bloomsbury Circus;
£16.99

“Iwent to Exmouth,” wrote Margaret
Tomlinson in February 1942, “and

found they had dropped their eight bombs
along the back of the one good Georgian
terrace.” Tomlinson was part of the Nation-
al Buildings Record (nbr), a small team of
investigator-photographers hurriedly as-
sembled during the Blitz to memorialise
Britain’s bombed-out buildings. Today her
negatives—often the only records of crum-
bled landmarks—repose in the archive of
Historic England, a heritage agency.

The story of the nbr is told at a new ex-
hibition at the Imperial War Museum in
London. “What Remains”, put on with His-
toric England, explores the targeting of cul-
tural treasures in war. The nbr, it explains,
was a reaction to a brutal new trend in con-
flict. Aerial bombing had expanded the pa-

An exhibition explores the cultural
costs of war

Conflict and vandalism

Dust to dust
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Johnson The poetry of emoji

The internet is revealing the nature of language more than changing it

What is technology doing to lang-
uage? Many assume the answer is

simple: ruining it. Kids can no longer
write except in text-speak. Grammar is
going to the dogs. The ability to compose
thoughts longer than a tweet is waning.

Language experts tend to resist that
gloom, noting that there is little proof
that speech is really degenerating: kids
may say “lol” out loud sometimes, but
this is a marginal phenomenon. Nor is
formal writing falling apart. Sentences
like “omg wtf William teh Conqueror
pwned Harold at Hastings in 1066!” tend
to be written by middle-aged columnists
trying to imitate children’s supposed
habits. A study by Cambridge Assess-
ment, a British exam-setter, found al-
most no evidence for text-speak in stu-
dents’ writing. 

Fortunately, the story of language and
the internet has attracted more serious
analysts, too. Now Gretchen McCulloch,
a prolific language blogger and journal-
ist—and herself of the generation that
grew up with the internet—joins them
with a new book, “Because Internet”.
Rather than obsessing about what the
internet is doing to language, it largely
focuses on what can be learned about
language from the internet. Biologists
grow bacteria in a Petri dish partly be-
cause of those organisms’ short life-
spans: they are born and reproduce so
quickly that studies over many gener-
ations can be done in a reasonably short
period. Studying language online is a bit
like that: trends appear and disappear,
platforms rise and fall, and these let
linguists observe dynamics that would
otherwise take too much time. 

For example, why do languages
change? A thousand years ago, early
versions of English and Icelandic were
closely related, possibly even mutually

wincing, gesticulating, pointing—are
spontaneous and more variable. And
emoji come in these same flavours.
People randomly combine many co-
speech-style emoji, but are more re-
strained in mixing emblems. Just as it
would make no sense to give someone
the finger while shaking your head to
negate it, emblematic emoji often stand
alone rather than in expressive chains.

Other online “innovations” are not
really new, either. Philosophers have
previously tried to invent a marker for
irony—a backwards question-mark or an
upside-down exclamation point, for
example—before online types succeeded
with the sarcastic ~tilde~. The first use of
omg long preceded computers. Those
who worry about teens speaking “hash-
tag” aloud (“Good for you—hashtag
sarcasm!”) might consider the last time
they punctuated an utterance by saying
“full stop” or “period”.

In the end, Ms McCulloch’s book is
about the birth of a new medium rather
than a new language. For millennia,
speech was all there was. For most of
“recorded” history, nearly everyone was
illiterate. Then, in the age of the printing
press and mass literacy, writing acquired
a kind of primacy, seen as prestigious, a
standard to be learned and imitated
(often even in speech). 

Future historians may regard that
epoch of reverence as unusual. Mass
reading has now been joined by mass
writing: frequent, error-filled and eva-
nescent—like speech. Little surprise that
internet users have created tools to give
their writing the gesture, playfulness and
even meaninglessness of chitchat. Mis-
taking it for the downfall of “real” writing
is a category error. Anything that helps
people enjoy each other’s company can
only be a good thing.

intelligible. English has since evolved
hugely, and Icelandic, far less. Linguists
have studied the relative effects of strong
ties (friends, family) and weaker acquaint-
anceships in such patterns, hypothesising
that small communities would host more
stable languages. A computer simulation
proved that a mix of strong and weak
ties—close-knit groups existing in a larger
sea—allowed language-change “leaders”
to disseminate updates to the wider pop-
ulation. Twitter combines strong and
weak ties—and sure enough, drives more
language change than Facebook, which is
more dominated by strong ties. That, in
turn, helps explain the conservatism of
Icelandic (more like Facebook) and the
mutability of English (more like Twitter).

Emoji, odd as they may look, also re-
flect something universal. They are not a
language (try telling a complex story in
emoji to someone who doesn’t know it
already). They are, Ms McCulloch argues,
the digital equivalent of gestures. Those
come in two types. “Emblems”, like a
thumbs-up or a wink, have a fixed mean-
ing and form. But “co-speech” gestures—

rameters of the battlefield; techniques had
been developed to target civilian architec-
ture, along with theories that made such
bombardments seem morally permissible,
and militarily desirable.

Giulio Douhet, an Italian general, had
argued in 1921that bombing distant civilian
settlements could swiftly ruin a country’s
morale. Hugh Trenchard, head of Britain’s
nascent Royal Air Force, likewise main-
tained that aerial bombing could be the key
to winning entire wars. He put these con-
jectures into practice in Iraq, where vil-
lages that rebelled against colonial rule

were bombed by raf aircraft. “Within 45
minutes”, observed a squadron leader
called Arthur Harris in 1924, “a full sized
village…can be practically wiped out.” As
head of raf Bomber Command, Harris
oversaw devastating raids on Hamburg and
Dresden during the second world war.

As the exhibition shows, however, such
carnage provokes defiance as often as it
wrecks morale. “What Remains” includes
displays and propaganda videos depicting
the ravages inflicted by Islamic State (is) in
Mosul and Palmyra. In the end the videos
rallied opposition to is; several projects are

now restoring what was lost. In 1942 Joseph
Goebbels scrambled to present the Baede-
ker raids, in which Nazi planes attacked
historic British towns, as legitimate retali-
ation rather than gratuitous vandalism.

When historic buildings are destroyed,
says Eyal Weizman of Forensic Architec-
ture, a group that has documented Yazidi
towns and villages that is tried to raze, “you
also destroy the culture—you destroy the
communities.” Gruesome as they are, the
theories that led to the creation of the nbr
continue to have adherents: war is still in
part an architectural endeavour. 7

  


