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Thanks to the ubiquity of text on the Internet, not to mention the popularity of text-
messaging on cell phones, we may well be reading more today than we did in the 1970s or
1980s, when television was our medium of choice. But it’s a different kind of reading, and
behind it lies a different kind of thinking—perhaps even a new sense of the self. “We are not
only what we read,” says Maryanne Wolf, a developmental psychologist at Tufts University and
the author of Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain, “We are how we
read.” Wolf worries that the style of reading promoted by the Net, a style that puts “efficiency”
and “immediacy” above all else, may be weakening our capacity for the kind of deep reading
that emerged when an earlier technology, the printing press, made long and complex works
of prose commonplace. When we read online, she says, we tend to become “mere decoders
of information.” Our ability to interpret text, to make the rich mental connections that form
when we read deeply and without distraction, remains largely disengaged.

Reading, explains Wolf, is not an instinctive skill for human beings. It's not etched into our
genes the way speech is. We have to teach our minds how to translate the symbolic characters
we see into the language we understand. And the media or other technologies we use in learning
and practicing the craft of reading play an important part in shaping the neural circuits inside
our brains. Experiments demonstrate that readers of ideograms, such as the Chinese, develop a
mental circuitry for reading that is very different from the circuitry found in those of us whose
written language employs an alphabet. The variations extend across many regions of the brain,
including those that govern such essential cognitive functions as memory and the interpretation
of visual and auditory stimuli. We can expect as well that the circuits woven by our use of the
Net will be different from those woven by our reading of books and other printed works.

Sometime in 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche bought a typewriter—a Malling-Hansen Writing
Ball, to be precise. His vision was failing, and keeping his eyes focused on a page had become
exhausting and painful, often bringing on crushing headaches. He had been forced to curtail
his writing, and he feared that he would soon have to give it up. The typewriter rescued him, at
least for a time. Once he had mastered touch-typing, he was able to write with his eyes closed,
using only the tips of his fingers. Words could once again flow from his mind to the page.

But the machine had a subtler effect on his work. One of Nietzsche's friends, a composer,
noticed a change in the style of his writing. His already terse prose had become even tighter,
more telegraphic. “Perhaps you will through this instrument even take to a new idiom,” the
friend wrote in a letter, noting that, in his own work, his “‘thoughts’ in music and language
often depend on the quality of pen and paper.”

“You are right,” Nietzsche replied, “our writing equipment takes part in the forming of
our thoughts.” Under the sway of the machine, writes the German media scholar Friedrich
A. Kittler, Nietzsche’s prose “changed from arguments to aphorisms, from thoughts to puns,
from rhetoric to telegram style.”

The human brain is almost infinitely malleable. People used to think that our mental
meshwork, the dense connections formed among the 100 billion or so neurons inside our skulls,
was largely fixed by the time we reached adulthood. But brain researchers have discovered that



