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Abstract

The iconic revolution changing the routine of everyday communication is gradually
leading to the creation of a linguistic structure that combines visual and verbal tools
in both formal and semantic aspects. Computer and mobile applications today ena-
ble high-tech imaging that ensures the spread of iconic communication in mundane
interactions and the possibility of a creative combination of verbal and iconic codes
for language users who navigate in a world of images in an increasingly confident
manner. The iconic revolution that accompanies this expansion of new communica-
tion technologies thus leads to serious changes in language use, thereby enhancing
the transmission of verbal and iconic language to become a key element of mun-
dane communication. This article argues that this turn in communication technology
guided the attention of Kristdf Nyiri, an eminent figure in contemporary Hungarian
philosophy, to the problem of the relationship between icon, language, and tradition.
The aim of the present essay is twofold: to shed light on the relevance of Nyiri’s
analysis and thoughts on the relationship between tradition and language in the his-
tory of communication, and to identify, using Nyiri’s model of pictorial meaning as
a starting point, the relevant aspects of the conception of technological determinism
in answering questions from the philosophy of language and mind.
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Introduction

Investigation on the social, cultural, and psychological processes guiding the use of
digital technology sheds new light on the hypothesis that great turns in communica-
tion technology can change the structure and content of our thinking. Importantly,
this assumption in the history of communication, which provides grounds for tech-
nological determinism today, has serious philosophical relevance, by courtesy of
authors such as Marshall McLuhan, Harold A. Innis, Walter J. Ong, Eric A. Have-
lock, Jack Goody, Ian Watt, and many other philosophers and philologists often cited
by them, such as Oswald Spengler, Friedrich Nietzsche, Bronislaw Malinowski, Mil-
man Parry, and, to mention but a few Hungarian theorists, Menyhért Palagyi, Béla
Balézs, Istvan Hajnal, and J6zsef Balogh. This extraordinary list of names would not
be complete without one of the key figures of Hungarian contemporary philosophy:
Krist6f Nyiri. Today, his views on the philosophy of communication, language, and
mind serve as guidelines for many in proving the basic tenets for the above assump-
tion. To follow the line of thought in this direction, Nyiri relies heavily on Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s writings, whose philosophy of language is deeply influenced by his
peculiar interest in a distinctive communication technology. Nyiri, starting out from
a few Wittgensteinian questions of the philosophy of language, targets questions in
the light of technological determinism such as tradition, private language, or pic-
torial thinking (Nyiri, 1992, 1996/97, 2003, 2011, 2019). In his works, statements
targeting the mental and linguistic effects of the use of communication technology
become the subject of philosophical analysis from the perspectives of the philos-
ophy of language and the mind. His works on this topic is especially relevant for
understanding the problem of the effect of communication technology on linguistic
and mental representation, enabling this question to be investigated at the episte-
mological level and reinterpreted in a wider, more comprehensive framework. The
aim of the present study is to show how Nyiri’s concept of tradition influenced the
history of communication and to delineate, relying on Nyiri’s model for iconic lan-
guage, the dimensions of technological determinism in the philosophy of language
and mind.

Language, tradition, and communication technology

When studying the history of human culture, it becomes increasingly evident that,
when a new type of communication technology becomes predominant, this is always
followed by the emergence of a new linguistic and cognitive galaxy. This explains
why and how the milestones of the history of human culture such as the appearance
of writing, printing, or electronic media could have a significant impact on the struc-
ture of the mind and on our image of ourselves and of the world. The acquisition of
new communication technologies restructures our inner and our social life, because
beyond generating changes in the mental world of an individual, it also serves as
a process of the history of culture, contributing to the transformation of the inner
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structure of social interactions and to the modification of our concept of community
and tradition.

As Nyiri points out in his book Tradition and Individuality, these turns in
communication technology that have shaped our cultural history have radically
changed the relationship between humans and culture, and the role of tradition
and its conceptual representation (Nyiri, 1992). Nyiri argues that, although fol-
lowing and handing down traditions plays an important role in modern society
as well, this role is radically different from that played in premodern societies
(Nyiri, 1992). Tradition, he claims, has become an institutionalized and unques-
tionable form of information transmission, determined by the aspects of under-
standability and easiness to remember in the world of orality and, as such, plays a
key role in preserving knowledge and information that is important for communi-
ties. Hence, he calls traditions that exist in the framework of orality and dominant
communication technology “essential.”

However, in the new communication context created by literacy, the primary
role of the ritualized form of creating traditions, where there is no reflection on
the act of passing down traditions, might fade and eventually disappear. Pri-
mary traditions are gradually taken over by “margin traditions” that evolve in the
framework of literacy and that can become the subject of critical reflection, pos-
sibly being reconsidered and changed. This is because traditions have their own
function in the linguistic and noetic galaxy of literacy as well, for example, in
learning processes, but their role is by no means as deterministic as it is in cul-
tures that rely on the oral tradition in information transmission.

However, as Nyiri points out, in the age of electronic communication, new
structures evolve for the transmission and reception of knowledge and informa-
tion without reflection. He calls these secondary traditions. Considering the rela-
tion between primary and secondary traditions, Nyiri suggests that we:

distinguish between primary and secondary traditions, and say that second-
ary traditions contain and convey, in an abbreviated and perhaps emotion-
ally bolstered form, information which could in principle though perhaps
only with a loss of convenience, be communicated also in a purely discur-
sive fashion. (Nyiri, 1992, p. 52)

As Nyiri emphasizes, the information mediated in primary traditions

cannot be separated from the way in which it is handed down, or rather it
can be thus separated only within a context different in kind from that in
which these traditions were originally functioning. (Nyiri, 1992, p. 52)

The new culture of communication relying on sources such as the radio, television,
internet, and mobile phones is characterized by a nearing of the semantic and gram-
matical worlds of orality and literacy, leading to the birth of a new, iconic language.
This newly organized linguistic culture, although significantly facilitating the pro-
cessing of the quick flow of large quantities of information, also somewhat coun-
teracts the process in the sense that it inhibits the instant reflection on the message
communicated, reviving certain forms of ritualized information transmission.
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In this process, where electronic communication technologies gradually gain
more ground, Nyiri primarily emphasizes the perils leading to the fragmentation
of the world view of humans receiving information in such a way, and the vul-
nerability of a coherent, unified world of knowledge. In his later publications on
multimedia communication, however, he calls the attention to the fact that the
convergence of communication technologies can make information transmission
more effective and faster, thus contributing to the creation of a higher-level cohe-
sion in societies and communities. As he writes,

[m]ultimedia messaging, the synchronous-complementary transmission of
speech, text, pictures seems to me be not just a social activity sustaining those
very types of human communication that make up genuine communities.
(Nyiri, 2003, p. 184)

Nyiri, as is apparent from the above-quoted study, defines the appearance and expan-
sion of new forms of traditions in the light of the renaissance of pictorial communi-
cation, pointing out that communication in pictures is more genuinely characteristic
of human nature than thinking and communicating with words (Nyiri, 2003, p. 183).
He argues that we must return to these basic forms of communication, and in doing
so we can rely on multimedia-based electronic devices such as mobile phones capa-
ble of sending MMS. This trait makes them an extremely effective tool for commu-
nication, as they “combine images and words—words spoken and written” (Nyiri,
2003, p. 183).

Nyiri’s views above, just as his model on the transmission of traditions, are moti-
vated by Wittgensteinian sources. He himself suggests this when he talks about
Wittgenstein’s thoughts on the interaction between oral and pictorial language, and
the intertwined nature of their functioning. Nyiri has attempted to show in several
of his studies that Wittgenstein’s later work contains an early version of the theory
of pictorial meaning (Nyiri, 1996/97, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2011, 2019). Wittgenstein,
as Nyiri shows, while attributing different logic to oral and pictorial language func-
tions, is also keen to understand the reciprocal relationship of these two logics. Witt-
genstein’s writings are motivated by the rediscovery of the possibilities of interpre-
tation provided by pictorial language, which, as Nyiri underlines, sometimes brings
along blurry definitions of the concept of the primacy of pictorial thinking and of
pictorial communication. Nyiri claims that Wittgenstein’s attraction to pictures
mostly stems from his dissatisfaction with forms of written expression and written
contexts.

As Nyiri points out, the problem relating to written language, the preference for
orality, is obvious in Wittgenstein’s philosophy. One sign of this is the argumen-
tation starting from the negation of the so-called private language, defined as the
language that directly expresses the inner mental experiences of the individual.
This tenet, known as the “private-language argument,” suggests the primacy of a
language for communication that gives no possibility of conceptual reflection on
the content of the message. Compliance with the rules of language is only possible
through a reflection on them, that is, through the conscious awareness of these rules
themselves, which, however, in Wittgenstein’s view only leads to the illusion of rule-
following and, therefore, to the birth of a language that is nonintelligible to others.
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Nyiri believes that this Wittgensteinian approach is a sign of the philosopher’s pref-
erence for orality. Of course, Wittgenstein was never aware of this biased tendency
in his writings; at least, we find no reference in his writings to the philosophical
significance of the differences between written and spoken language. Indeed, Nyiri
claims that Wittgenstein does not really differentiate these two forms of language;
his claims concern both written and oral language.

Nyiri claims that this peculiar, not conscious, attraction to the linguistic worlds
of primary traditions is due to the special conservative stance apparent in Wittgen-
stein’s writings. As he writes:

Wittgenstein’s oral bias, his interest in primitive societies, his authoritar-
ian views on education, his traditionalism, his use-theory of meaning, and
his argument against the possibility of a private language together make up a
coherent outlook. (Nyiri, 1992, p. 112)

Nyiri, through a close examination of critical writings on Wittgenstein’s works,
draws conclusions that also enable him to investigate the orality—literacy paradigm
in a context of the philosophy of language and mind. This approach is apparent in
Nyiri’s writings that deal with linguistic and epistemological changes that emerge
as a result of the revolution in today’s communication. Hence, Nyiri introduces or
re-considers several concepts that help us understand not only semantic, conceptual
changes typical of electronic communication, but also the linguistic and mental pro-
cesses brought along by more general, great turns in the technology of communi-
cation. Pictorial language belongs to this conceptual domain. In the next section, I
elaborate on this concept, which also receives a lot of attention in Nyiri’s writings,
to reveal the aspects of this issue that are relevant relevant for the philosophy of lan-
guage and mind.

Pictorial language and convergence of language use

Nyiri believes that, since electronic media (television, internet, MMS, and text mes-
sages (SMS) services on mobile phones) represent a fruitful ground for the combi-
nation of pictorial and verbal communication, our everyday exchange of information
can become more effective than ever. In the background of this claim, we find the
above-mentioned notion that communication in pictures stems from deeper layers of
human nature, deeper than oral forms of communication and thinking, because the
images “are the primordial stuff of thought” (Nyiri, 2003, p. 157); in other words,
images “form the main content of our thoughts” (Nyiri, 2003, p. 158). As Nyiri
suggests,

in the course of human phylogeny and ontogeny it was the language of ges-
tures, and not verbal language, which introduced conceptual order into the
episodic imagery of pre-linguistic thought. Verbal language, pervaded by met-
aphor, builds on the meanings and semantic relationships created by the lan-
guage of gestures. (Nyiri, 2003, p. 157)

@ Springer



464 G. Szécsi

As primordial elements of thought, images are fundamentally related to the world of
objects on a similarity basis. The external images show, of course, that this similarity
is not imprint-like. There are also many levels of abstractions in the images, which,
as Nyiri claims, raises fundamental philosophical questions about the relationship of
tradition and pictorial similarity. At the same time, the relationship between images
and the order formed by them is also peculiar, spatial, and analogous. The signs, or
the inner, mental images, and the things they signify, have the same relationship, a
systemic connection: what is similar in the world is similar in our heads.

This view stems from theories of authors such as Price (1953), Arnheim (1969),
Paivio (1971), and Gombrich (1972), to which some recent models (Lakoff &
Turner, 1989; Lakoff & Jonhson, 1999; Abell & Currie, 1999; Westerhof, 2005;
Lakoff, 2008a, 2008b; Kulvicki, 2010) contributed with new perspectives target-
ing the relation between picture, language, and thought. One of these models is Jan
Westerhof’s structuralist theory of the logical relations between pictures (Wester-
hof, 2005). Westerhof argues that such logical operations as conjunctions, disjunc-
tions, and negations of pictures correspond to natural cognitive operations employed
when we think about pictures. As Westerhof claims, “these logical operations are
closely related to, or may even be identical to basic cognitive operations we natu-
rally employ when we think about pictures” (Westerhof, 2005, p. 605). John Kul-
vicki puts the problem of the special epistemic place of images in an interesting
light, when he argues that we

can reason with images rather than just decoding them and reasoning about
their contents, in the sense that perceptual abstractions from their determinate
details can lead us to conclusions about their contents. (Kulvicki, 2010, p. 309)

As Kulvicki notes, this is because images can be quite reliably and intimately related
to their content because they rely on the sources of perception available to examine
the world as a whole. These resources are tried and true, which is what most of us
are.

Another important recent contribution to the picture theory of the relation
between thought and language is the conceptual/image metaphor theory that can
be regarded as a key component of some contemporary semantic models in cog-
nitive linguistics. As George Lakoff claims, conceptual metaphors are everyday
expressions that have a conceptual domain in their background, in other words,
a source domain that helps us understand more abstract phenomena that he calls
target domain (Lakoff, 2008a, 2008b). This correspondence is done through sim-
ple notions we encounter in our everyday experience. Metaphors like this, he says,
are not isolated linguistic tools with a decorative function, but rather enable humans
to grab more complex concepts, and thus form mundane expressions that structure
their knowledge (e.g., the “foundations of one’s theory,” the “building of argu-
ments,” etc.). Metaphor, in this approach, is therefore, primarily conceptual, and at a
secondary level linguistic and visual. Metaphoric thinking, he says, the metaphorical
understanding of situations of action, is an ability independent of language.

The simplest elements of narratives in everyday communicative situations are
the conceptual relations that form when two basic bodily experiences are realized
regularly and simultaneously. These components are named primary metaphors
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by Lakoff (2008a). They take action when we understand goals as goal destina-
tions. Our everyday bodily experience is the basis for our empirical experiences
that connect our realized goals (e.g., get a book) with the arrival to goal destina-
tions (e.g., go to the library). The most basic components of the network of body
metaphors are, therefore, primary metaphors that become elements of complex
conceptual metaphors and that are born as a result of real interaction through the
bodily experiences of the world. This is why we can see all our conceptual meta-
phors as results of embodied cognition. Lakoff and Johnson (1999) point out that
the acquisition of simple metaphorical thinking takes place long before language
acquisition; therefore, it is independent of language, and has an important role in
the formation of grammatical forms. Primary metaphors based on everyday bod-
ily experiences and complex conceptual metaphors formed as a combination of
these thus play a key role in everyday meaning construction and in the organiza-
tion of narrative structures that determine mundane communication. These meta-
phors can become the building blocks of narratives because they themselves con-
stitute schematic event structures as conceptual representations of situations of
action. Therefore, they facilitate the use of conventional narratives of mundane
motives and their application in mundane situations, for example, in science, pol-
itics, or art. Event structure schemes in metaphors become elements of constants
that have a key role in organizing everyday bodily and community experiences
into scientific, political, and artistic narratives.

Since metaphors are based on a mental image, for the efficient application of a
metaphor, we need an active contribution of mental pictures. As Nyiri points out,
Lakoff and Johnson introduce the concept of image metaphor on the basis of this
concept; they

on the one hand argue that our language and thinking are deeply and thor-
oughly metaphorical; and, on the other hand, that the source of those meta-
phors is the human body itself — its parts, postures, and movements. (Nyiri,
2003, p. 167)

Regarding the conceptualization of the relations between metaphors and mental pic-
tures, the authors argue that this kind of metaphor is a cognitive pattern by which
the words develop pictures that represent special, conventional knowledge. As Nyiri
emphasizes, this theory highlights the pictorial nature of the whole of language
which is rooted in our bodily experiences and the concrete—direct facilities of our
environment, and, of course, the pictorial nature of all metaphorics (Nyiri, 2017).
Accordingly, if we accept the hypothesis about the pictorial nature of our cogni-
tion, we can find the account plausible that verbal utterances rich in pictures are not
only enhancing the efficiency of communication but also contribute to the strength-
ening of interpersonal relationships in real communities. In other words, efforts to
make human communication more efficient act as forces that shape and organize
communities. We can safely state that pictures that go together with words also
themselves become tools for the creation of communities. Nyiri’s statement, how-
ever, raises a number of questions. One of these is the question of whether the newly
born language for communication becomes pictorial only in the sense that we add
pictures to the verbal, oral content in order to enhance efficiency of understanding.
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Do semantic changes that go hand in hand with the expansion of electronic com-
munication make the words, phrases, sentences themselves “pictorial”’? Are there
semantic changes of this kind at all? If so, how can we describe them, and what
effect do these have on our conceptual representations, on our thinking?

In order to suggest answers to these questions on the basis of Nyiri’s argumenta-
tion, we must go back to the general description of the culture of communication
that emerges as a result of the spreading of new types of media, namely to the notion
that the new culture of communication using novel electronic devices—contrary to
previous periods in the history of culture—is not characterized by the predominance
of one type of technology, but rather by the gradual merging and mutual influence
of linguistic usage relevant for one or the other technology. When literacy became
predominant, taking the place of orality-based culture and thinking, and with the
emergence of book-printing, a new language emerged, a language with distinct char-
acteristics from that of oral language in terms of its semantic and logical system.
Written language, therefore, took the place of orality in the transmission of informa-
tion and knowledge, which, in the long run, created the distinct segregation of the
linguistic characteristics of written and spoken language. This turn in the technol-
ogy of communication so important in the history of culture did not only trigger
the emergence of a new type of grammar but also changed the structure and content
of our thinking and has modified our schemes of perception. Literacy, especially
writing with letters from the alphabet and the printing business that grew from this,
eventually enabled us to perceive the object of our thinking in a holistic way, and to
designate a perspective in time and space. Silent writing and reading led to the crea-
tion of the private sector of the mind, the notion of a distinct subject with cognition.
Interestingly, the experience of literacy led to the distinction of parts of speech such
as nouns and verbs, to the concept of meaning, or to the problem of the definability
of meaning. Therefore, literacy, has brought along a new world of epistemology,
with a new conceptual and cognitive background. This powerful shift was powered
by the unfolding of a new system of language strikingly different from orality. This
new, analytical language, with the spread of literacy, gradually moved further and
further from the characteristics of oral communication.

The appearance of electronic media and its increased use however changes
the situation. Between the frameworks of this new orality emerging as a result of
widespread electronic communication and that of secondary literacy, the above-
mentioned processes slow down and in fact, take opposite directions. The culture
of communication where people gather and transmit their knowledge on the radio,
television, and internet or with mobile phones integrating other forms of multimedia
gradually moves in the direction of a dominance of a new medium that is character-
ized by the synthesis and nearing of the distinct languages of literacy and orality.

In the next part of this essay, I turn to the above-mentioned convergence of lan-
guage forms and distinguish two levels of these. At the first level of the converging
modalities, we see two basic forms of the synthesis of written and oral usage: the
complete integration of vocalized language and pictures, and that of text and pic-
tures. The first is mostly seen in radio- and television-based communication and is a
communication technology known as secondary orality, by courtesy of Ong (1982),
while the latter type is mostly found in the language of the internet also known as
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“netspeak,” so named by Crystal (2004). Although each of these two forms build on
different mechanisms of the interaction between pictures and language, both encour-
age the integration and convergence of the grammatical and semantic aspects of
written and oral language use, and with that, they strengthen the spread of different
registers and sociolects spoken by different layers and groups in society, as opposed
to that of literary language.

The language of electronic communication building new forms of communities
was developed on two different levels of this convergence. The first is manifested
in a new type of orality present in the language we use in telephone conversations
and on radio and television, that gained more and more importance in the process of
everyday exchanges of information beside printed, written forms of language use.
This new form of orality was the first unquestionable and clear sign of the birth
of post-literate culture that rejects the dominance of literacy. Ong’s secondary oral-
ity, the new form of media, therefore had a significant impact on our language and
thinking (Ong, 1982, pp. 135-138). This undoubtedly earmarked the birth of a new
language adapted to build new communities, a language that incorporated features
of “primary orality” from the times before literacy, and those of literacy as well.
This new medium requiring the convergence of orality and literacy has become the
basis for the appearance of new communities and new forms of attachment in them;
its use gradually enhanced the blurring of boundaries between virtual and physical
communities.

While the emergence of secondary orality brought along the convergence of oral-
ity and literacy, at the other level of the convergence of the language of electronic
communication, we see the emergence of a completely new language, due to this
synthesis. With the widespread use of the internet and mobile communication, mul-
timedia communication referred to as “hypermedia” by Michael Heim has become
a key component of common talk, which, due to its pictorial linguistic nature, accel-
erates the convergence of orality—literacy and makes that blend the basis of a new
linguistic structure (Heim, 1996, p. 2). This newly born language, however, is not
simply a merged form of orality and literacy. This language is more than just a mix-
ture of two ancient forms of communication; using Naomi Baron’s metaphor, it is
more than a “centaur” of orality and literacy (Baron, 2000, p. 248). This new form
entails the existence of a new medium that enables the fast and efficient transmission
of a great quantity of information through a new form of interaction between pic-
tures, vocalizations, and written words. The language of communication mediatized
by computers and mobile phones becomes a crucial tool in everyday communication
and also acts as an engine for the convergence of orality and literacy in the form
of a third medium, distinct from orality and traditional literacy. This new medium,
referred to as Netspeak by Crystal in his comprehensive work entitled Language and
the Internet, can become the basis for a new communication technology different
from orality and literacy due to its multimedia-based features (Crystal, 2004).

The medium emerging in the framework of the internet and mobile communica-
tion is thus a language that determines common strategies of communication and
with that, our expectations and imaginations concerning the functions of language,
by combining the features of multimedia language transmitted by orality, literacy,
and new technologies. We should not forget about secondary orality kept alive by
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radio, television, and telephone, which will not be replaced by Netspeak but rather
enriched and completed with the new possibilities that Netspeak offers. Secondary
orality brings along the ever-present interaction of picture and speech, while with
Netspeak the continuous interaction of picture and text is observed. Therefore, the
two different types of media are connected primarily by their pictorial nature. It is
through this pictorial nature, their common ground, that this continuous interaction
between secondary orality and Netspeak can take place in the matrix of a myriad
of communication channels based on different technologies. This interaction points
in the direction of the emergence of a language structure that represents a novel
union of orality and literacy in the communicative instances of mundane human
interaction.

This second level of the convergence of language forms facilitating the birth of
new communities ensures the integration of speech, written language, and pictures
in a very apparent and relevant way, from both the grammatical and semantic aspect.
The simultaneous transmission of written, spoken, and pictorial language, where the
three modalities continually complement each other, has become the cornerstone of
everyday communication, and as such, naturally, has a striking impact on everyday
language use. In the next part of this section, I reflect on the types of convergence
of the different modalities of language use that enhance the reciprocal nature of the
logic in the functions of pictorial language and orality in the practice of multimedia-
based communication, and that lead to unknown patterns of linguistic creativity in
written and spoken language.

The iconic revolution changing the routine of everyday communication leads to
the creation of a linguistic structure that combines visual and verbal tools in formal
and semantic aspects. The various forms of software appearing in the last decades,
with their endless graphical possibilities, generated a new type of visual culture that
triggers the emergence of forms of a creativity yet unknown in everyday, mundane
language use. Computers and mobile phone applications used today, offering tech-
nological conditions of easy picture imaging, ensure that pictorial communication
becomes widespread and that we can combine linguistic, visual codes in a creative
way in the world of pictures with increasing ease. MMS, for example, enables the
mobile phone user to edit pictures, to paste text into their own pictures (photos, or
drawings), and to forward these in the form of a text message. In the linguistic world
of new technologies, creativity does not only play a role as an enjoyable experience
in common talk but also ensures efficient communication. Complementing verbal
content with pictures in the visual dimension contributes to the increased efficiency
of everyday communication, where new tools of linguistic creativity are used.

The iconic revolution visible in the expansion of new communication technolo-
gies thus lead to a convergence in the different forms of language use, where the
transmission of orality and iconic language intensifies and becomes a key element
of common talk. This, of course, significantly increases the role of linguistic crea-
tivity in the practice of everyday communication encompassing multimedia-based
exchanges of information. Probably, this observation motivates many contemporary
thinkers to portray linguistic creativity as a phenomenon of everyday language use,
and not as a privilege of humans endowed with extraordinary knowledge and skills
(Tannen, 1989; Cook, 1997; Crystal, 1998; Carter, 2004; Maybin & Swann, 2007).
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Creativity is a feature of language penetrating common talk, says Roland Carter in
his book entitled Language and Creativity; in other words, it is “not only a distinct
feature of extraordinary people, and an extraordinary feature of ordinary people”
(Carter, 2004, p. 13). No wonder the notion of linguistic creativity gets novel inter-
pretations and its ways of interpretation experience a sense of “democratization” in
this novel framework of multimedia communication. With the spread of new com-
munication technologies, language games, acronyms, humor, and picture—word
combinations that are becoming increasingly popular encourage applied linguists to
see everyday speakers of the language as creative designers of linguistic meaning.

The birth and spread of the new language of communication is, therefore, a
result of a conscious decision by humans who have the necessary knowledge of the
linguistic and conceptual elements of literacy, who believe that by using this type
of language they can join the accelerating and global transmission of information
more efficiently and can express themselves more clearly about common conceptual
notions and emotions to the members of their local communities. The language of
communication in today’s electronic media, therefore, integrates features of oral and
written language. This is the primary reason for the distinct, pictorial nature of this
new type of language use, which, of course, exhibits important semantic and syntac-
tic characteristics.

Among these, probably the most important is the increasing use of linguistic ele-
ments semantically acting as “umbrella terms”: integrating several layers of con-
ceptual connections from a wide range of associations, compressing these into “pic-
tures” not analyzed at the conceptual level. The pictorial nature enhanced by the
interaction of this secondary orality and Netspeak, however, does not simplify but
rather further differentiates our linguistic trajectory, which therefore can, on the one
hand, become a new tool for the mapping of new conceptual phenomena, while on
the other hand speeding up the global transmission of information by enhancing the
effects of semiotic globalization.

But where does the pictorial nature of these new forms of communication reside?
What changes in grammar, lexicon, and semantics mirror the spreading of orality
stemming from the interaction of Netspeak and secondary orality? Before answer-
ing these questions, we first need to clarify that whatever constitutes the medium of
convergence of orality—literacy, be it secondary orality or Netspeak, the new linguis-
tic forms represent a third type of usage, different from oral and written expression
as well. Crystal also points this out; when defining Netspeak he emphasizes that,
although Netspeak is a written language very similar to spoken language, we can-
not claim that it is a type of spoken language, nor can it be identified with written
language, because its core defining features incorporate the characteristics of both
(Crystal, 2004, pp. 24-25). As mentioned above, Crystal does not consider Netspeak
to be a simple sum of the features of written and spoken language, but rather sees
it as a completely new medium; That is, he does not agree with authors who advo-
cate that Netspeak is a “centaur”-type, hybrid mix of spoken and written language
but, on the contrary, supports the views of thinkers who see Netspeak as a new
type of language in its own right, that emerged from computer use, and that is dis-
tinctly different from written and spoken language. Authors favoring this approach
include Marilyn Deegan, who believes that linguistic changes in connection with
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the distinctive features of electronic texts (such as plasticity, intertextuality, etc.) are
combined with specific features of spoken and written languages, thus making Net-
speak a “third medium” in its own right (Deegan, 2000). As Crystal puts it, “I have
found clear signs of the emergence of a distinctive variety of language, with charac-
teristics closely related to the properties of its technological context as well as to the
intentions, activities, and (to some extent) personalities of the users” (Crystal, 2004,
p- 225).

This also suggests, of course, that if new technologies are created that integrate
the internet and other communicative situations, then a new form of convergence in
linguistics takes place, to which new technologies ensure the necessary linguistic
framework, just like we have seen in the case of the emergence of secondary orality,
Netspeak, and the new orality from the interaction of these two.

The result of the convergence of languages leading to the birth of this new
medium is that language becomes “pictorial,” which brings along its own seman-
tic and grammatical distinctive features. In terms of semantics, this newly emerging
language becomes “pictorial” because its lexicon contains more and more elements
of complex conceptual nature, whose semantic domain is not based on a conceptual
connection defined as the result of mental reflection but encompasses a wide range
of associations of conceptual connections not directly reflected on. In other words,
a new metaphorical language is being created, that is destined to “reflect” the world
by showing it in the form of pictures, to use the Wittgensteinian expression, rather
than analyzing and dissecting it with more novel concepts and categories.

The convergence of forms of language use presented above leads to the birth of a
new linguistic medium with a peculiar synthesis of conceptual and pictorial think-
ing. As for semantics, this recently emerging language can be regarded as a new
kind of medium of communication, because its lexicon contains more and more
elements of complex conceptual nature, whose semantic domain is not based on a
conceptual connection defined as the result of mental reflection, but which encom-
passes a wide range of associations of conceptual connections not directly reflected
on. In other words, a new metaphorical language is being created, that is destined to
“show” the world by putting it into pictures, to use the Wittgensteinian expression,
rather than analyzing and dissecting it with more novel concepts and categories. By
using it, individuals communicating in this language want to “make others see” and
“imagine” the world around us, rather than determine and analyze the conceptual
connections at hand. The intention of the language user here is very similar to that
of preachers, poets, and philosophers from the times before literacy, with one slight
difference also emphasized by Ong: that this language emerging in the times of elec-
tronic communication is a result of a conscious decision (Ong, 1982, p. 136), with
which humans in the era of secondary orality and Netspeak try to embed conceptual
connections that have already been explored and mapped into an even more complex
matrix of associations in a way to project and reveal the relationships and mean-
ing connections with expressions of wide semantic domains, without breaking up
complex associations. This process, of course, eventually leads to the simplification
of grammatical structure, because the application of these expressions of complex
semantic domains makes the use of more complicated, manifold complex sentential
complements stemming from the conceptual analysis simply unnecessary.
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These new semantic features of the novel forms of orality have thus contrib-
uted to the formation of a community of shared information at a global scale,
representing the core of globalization. Obviously, this process has been signifi-
cantly accelerated by computer use, and especially by mobile phones with their
multimedia applications and tools accessible to even more people. The triad of
text, picture, and sound offers a fruitful ground for the above explained seman-
tic changes and for the globalization of these changes. Multimedia communica-
tion, its pictures and sounds that can be understood very efficiently by everybody,
significantly contributes to the amplification of semiotic globalization and to the
birth of a sign system that can be interpreted universally. This system of signs
on the verge of globalization, mostly composed of images, in the framework of a
new type of orality, accelerates the spread of global linguistic effects that influ-
ence the languages of nations, i.e., the processes of semantic globalization.

Conclusions

Apparently, a new language for communication is emerging in front of our eyes,
the description of which is still to come. One thing we know for sure, however:
that global language barriers and semantic changes through the use of elec-
tronic media point in the direction of a linguistic galaxy that can contribute to
the creation and strengthening of higher levels of human relationships. With the
appearance of semantic fundamentals of the new orality, the mental and linguis-
tic conditions are given for the members of information society belonging to dif-
ferent cultures and languages to become the winners of globalization smoothly
and without experiencing conflicts of serious crises of values. As a result of
these semantic changes, the core conceptual fundamentals of openness and trust
in society are created in the linguistic cultures themselves, hence a new form
of community consciousness emerges that ensures the cohesion of information
society.

The concept of pictorial language as understood by Nyiri can thus lead us
back to his concept on the transmission of speech, text, and picture that char-
acterizes multimedia communication, and to his thoughts on the corollaries of
social cohesion. We must point out, though, that the notion of pictorial language
as introduced by Nyiri can only become a reliable element of theories on men-
tal and linguistic processes in electronic communication if it gets further ana-
lyzed in semantic and philosophical aspects. This concept, just like Nyiri’s sev-
eral observations as well, have largely contributed to a new approach in which
we can investigate the new technology of communication as a key component of
our mental operations of knowledge and information processing, so that we can
monitor what is happening to us while we cooperate by communicating with the
given technology at hand.
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