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Introduction

The main focus of Using Words and Things: Language and Philosophy of Technology
(Coeckelbergh 2017a) rethinks philosophy of technology by incorporating the speaking
of humans, language and technology. In doing so, Mark Coeckelbergh explores in
depth three extreme and untenable positions:

(1) Only humans speak and neither language nor technologies speak.
(2) Only language speaks and neither humans nor technologies speak.
(3) Only technology speaks and neither humans nor language speak.

The positions are indeed untenable but they do offer a starting point to explore the
relationships and interplay between humans, language and technology. Analyses of
these determinist extremes introduce concepts and philosophers which are brought
together with a case study on social media, concluding with a conceptual framework
which entangles the speaking of humans, language and technology (subjects and
objects entangled).

The author builds on his earlier work (Coeckelbergh 2017b) where he describes a
theory which considers both language and technology as mediators, concluding that
there has been a lack of work interrogating the link between language and technology.
For Coeckelbergh, language has been largely ignored in the philosophy of technology
which has taken empirical and material turns. Using Words and Things: Language and
Philosophy of Technology answers that call in comprehensive style, drawing upon a
large group of classic and contemporary philosophers. Heidegger and Wittgenstein are
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used throughout, in particular, the latter’s forms of life and language games which are
taken literally but also re-interpreted in the context of technology.

Humans Speak

The first of these extremes, that of human determination and agency, challenges a
commonly held view (outside of philosophy of technology) that technology is neutral,
i.e. that humans use technology for their own ends and have full agency. Martin
Heidegger rejected this claim, saying that technology and language played a part in
shaping and ‘revealing’ society. From anthropocentric and instrumental perspectives,
Wittgenstein’s language games are tools to be used to achieve communication and
create forms of life. Here we have the instrumental aspect of using the right tool/words.

Coeckelbergh continues with human agency by exploring how humans give mean-
ing to objects linguistically, using the thinking of John Searle. The example used is that
of money. Money in the traditional sense is paper. Humans here give meaning to
objects by using language. The physical-material object in itself is not what gives
money status but a joint human agreement by use of language. This is termed by Searle
as social ontology which depends upon humans as language users.

Language Speaks

The second of the extreme positions says that language itself ‘speaks’ in that the words
that we use have agency to construct reality and mute humans, materiality and
technology. The author first draws upon the idea of the social construction of
artefacts. Pinch and Bijker (1984) claimed that all technology is socially constructed
in that the ideas and interpretations are brought about by certain cultures and (Kuhnian)
paradigms (Kuhn 1996). Coeckelbergh states that language is missing from this
analysis of the cultural environment within which technological artefacts and innova-
tions are borne out of. Science and technology studies (STS) heavily rely upon
discourse analysis to research science and technology from a social perspective.
However, this is still not enough to fulfil the extreme view of language speaking as
words are still separate from the artefact (as a discourse of a material thing).

Language speaking is encapsulated by the genealogy of the telephone. From the
early ‘landlines’ in homes to contemporary smartphones, the same language is used—
the verb ‘to ring’ for example. Here we can see how language and Wittgenstein’s forms
of life and language games influence new designs. New technology is placed into a
cultural setting but language ‘speaks’ by adding what came before to the new artefact.
These ideas lead the author further into STS alongside Wittgenstein to define a new
technology or re-design as a sociolinguistic technological change. Just like the tele-
phone, a new technology invents a name as well as an artefact. The choice of name is
socially relevant (a metaphor or re-used word), connected to a past practice and
language.

This allows the author to move deeper into the extreme of language speaking with
postmodernist and poststructuralist thinking. Both of these give us the opportunity to
put the message, the discourse and language at centre stage, where nothing else
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speaks—the linguistic turn. This is an extreme of all meaning as discourse, constructed
by language. An in-depth review of postmodernism and poststructuralism philosophers
follows, including, Derrida, Lyotard and Baudrillard. The latter is the most extreme of
these thinkers in that humans and technology are muted and the ‘real’ has been lost
because of the confusion of language and discourse that have no link to reality—
everything is hyperreal.

Technology Speaks

The third of the extreme positions that only technology (materiality) speaks is described
as a reaction to the linguistic turn of postmodernism, bringing about a material turn.
One of the key philosophies of giving agency and voice to technology and artefacts is
that of postphenomenology in the work of Don Ihde and Peter-Paul Verbeek. Here,
artefacts (technology) as mediators and actants have phenomenological-hermeneutic
and normative consequences—artefacts and technology have agency and speak as they
influence the way humans act and behave. Ihde looks at how material technologies
shape our experience. Ihde rejects the idea of technology being something separate or
instrumental to humans and offers four perspectives on the ways in which material
technology shapes humans and human experience: embodiment, hermeneutic, alterity
and background perspectives.

Here we can see a posthumanist view emerging whereby humans are not the only
holders of agency and control for their own ends, but material technology plays a part
and ‘speaks’. For Akrich and Latour (1992), material technology speaks literally (a
satellite navigation system or voice activated device) or as metaphor (the smartphone
changing how we communicate). Further work by Latour moves the author towards a
more ecological view of humans, language and technology. Latour’s book titled We
Have Never Been Modern (1993) rejects that there has ever been and should not be a
division of nature and human culture—they co-exist, moving towards actor-network
theory (ANT) whereby the material, human and social exert influences on each other in
constantly changing networks.

Social Media as an Example

After visiting these three extremes in a build up to a philosophy of technology
incorporating the speaking of humans, language and technology, the author
presents a case study of social media to provide an example of the terrain covered so
far in the book. In a social media context (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram etc.), language
is used as a tool as described by Wittgenstein and Heidegger in a cultural and social
sense, part of language and technology games, making forms of life. Social media
reveal the performative, narrative and theatrical character of human existence and bring
language and technology into the stage. The meaning of artefacts is not determined by
the technology alone. This is also done by social agreement through language and the
social (not instrumental use by humans for a desired end).

Media and text already have meaning in society before appearing on social media.
Offline and online worlds are framed as one world - the lifeworld. The
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lifeworld questions the inside and outside (online and offline in this re-contextualiza-
tion). Taking a linguistic turn, postmodern and poststructural recast everything as signs
and images—the very essence of social media—the real becomes hyperreal and ignores
the material world. Swinging back to a material postphenomenological position, we can
say that social media presents and mediates the world to us through technology—just
like a thermometer.

Ricoeur’s narrative philosophy is used to show that social media builds up a
narrative over time of the individual (quite literally with visual timelines) and this is
co-constructed with the technology that exists. Added to this are the social and material
co-existence with ANT and posthumanist ontology—bringing together humans and
non-humans. Social media then gives script to the social to shape how humans use it,
such as short character-limited messages on Twitter and emojis and in WhatsApp
messaging. Coeckelbergh uses the social media case study to lay the foundations for
an integrated framework of humans, language and technology, all ‘speaking’.

An Integrative Framework which Assembles and Integrates Humans,
Language and Technology

The book concludes with an integrative framework for the relations between
humans, language and technology which assembles, merges, integrates and
develops them as different aspects of a unified framework (Coeckelbergh
2017a: 267) culminating in 29 concepts as tools (270). This bulleted list begins
with human, language and technology and then brings in other concepts offered
throughout the book from a large number of thinkers. The framework concludes
that humans, technologies and languages speak and co-exist having influence
upon each other. This challenges the common sense view that humans use
language and technology as instrumental tools. This brings all three individual,
self-contained untenable extremes covered in the opening sections into a lived
and living cultural whole of Wittgensteinian language and technology games
within forms of life.

Moreover, these language and technology games are political—language and
technologies are ways of getting others to do something. Language in itself is a
technology and a tool to be used, but not just instrumentally, because experi-
ences with technologies are formed through language. This concluding frame-
work takes Heidegger’s view that technology is not instrumental and brings in
postphenomenology and nonmodern ANT (Ihde and Latour) along with
Wittgenstein’s language performance and use-centred view. Moreover, the
framework adds technology to Ricouer’s narrative theory recognizing that
language and technology hermeneutically shape narratives about ourselves and
others.

The framework presents the human as user, performer and narrator with lan-
guage and technology sitting alongside technology in use, performance and
narrativity. Coeckelbergh cautiously accepts that language is a technology and
we can then also say that language can be viewed as being in use
with performance and narrativity. The author further explores this relation to reject
an often-used dualism of language and technology but instead uses an
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entanglement of the two—‘mixed up, being twisted together, complication, in-
volvement without escape...’ (278). The entanglement of humans, language and
technology results in speech-performance, technology-performance and human-
performance, which in use become parts of the entangled whole.

Conclusion

The very strength of the book’s broad landscape of thinkers and ideas could be a
challenge for the non-philosopher. Yet the large number of thinkers positioned into the
three extremes gives an entry point to further reading. The framework presented could
be used by researchers in a number of fields when researching and theorizing technol-
ogy in use. The book does at times de(re)contextualize philosophies into new areas that
were not the intention of the original work. This is most commonly seen with
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language. This de(re) contextualization is also highlighted
by the author and some will see it as problematic. Yet, the book often describes
language as a technology itself, and if that is the case, then, the philosophy of language
is perfectly in context as a technology.

The historical philosophical journey of Using Words and Things: Language and
Philosophy of Technology (Coeckelbergh 2017a), culminating in an entangled philo-
sophical framework, is an important piece of work for the concept of postdigital
(Jandrić et al. 2018). The book is a very useful tool in the ever-growing toolbox of
those researching and theorizing the ever blurring line between humans and digital
technologies. The blurred and messy relationships between technology and humans can
further help us to move away from common notions of technological human instru-
mentalism through to the polar extreme of technological determinism. This is going to
be vital as the speed of technological development takes us into the ‘fourth industrial
revolution’ and the blurring line between humans and technology in cyber physical
systems (Schwab 2017), whether this ‘revolution’ is a material reality or an ideological
construct (Avis 2018). Using Words and Things: Language and Philosophy of Tech-
nology (Coeckelbergh 2017a) gives us many ideas, understandings and frameworks to
analyse technological material realities, alongside and with language used.
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