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ABSTRACT: On July 18, 1962, Martin Heidegger delivered a lecture entitled Traditional 

Language and Technological Language in which he argues that the opposition between these 

two languages concerns our very essence. I examine the nature of this opposition by 

developing his argument within his particular context and in the general light of his 

reflections on language. In different sections on technology and language, I summarize much 

of what he had said in previous writings on the topic (viz., "Die Frage nach der Technik" and 

"Der Weg zur Sprache"), including his preliminary comments contrasting instruction with 

teaching, and characterizing this reflection in terms of its uselessness. The central issue 

connecting these seemingly varying themes is the status of education in our modern 

technological age and, more specifically, of instruction in the mother tongue. Heidegger’s 

concern for the status of instruction in the mother tongue is, as we will see later, directly 

connected to his distinction between the two forms of language. 

 

On July 18, 1962, Martin Heidegger delivered a lecture entitled Überlieferte Sprache und 

Technische Sprache (1) (Traditional Language and Technological Language) in which he 

argues that the opposition between these languages concerns our very essence. In this paper 

I examine the nature of this opposition by developing his argument in this particular context 

and in the general light of his reflections on language. 

Addressed to science teachers in a vocational school, Heidegger's lecture offers some 

relatively uncomplicated formulations of theses he had already developed mainly in "Die 

Frage nach der Technik" (2) and "Der Weg zur Sprache." (3) There are two main sections, one 

on technology, the other on language, which summarize much of what he had said in those 

previous writings. There is, however, a preliminary comment in which he contrasts 

instruction with teaching, and an introductory section in which he characterizes his reflection 
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in terms of its uselessness. The issue connecting these seemingly varying themes here is the 

status of education in our modern technological age and, more specifically, of instruction in 

the mother tongue. Heidegger's concern for the status of instruction in the mother tongue is, 

as we will later see, directly connected to his distinction between the two forms of language. 

Speaking thus to his particular audience, Heidegger claims he is not instructing but teaching 

them in the sense of letting-learn, where learning comprises bringing our life into the 

correspondence with what grants itself to us in its essence. In this context, it is a matter of 

learning about what is named in the names 'language,' 'technology,' 'tradition,' and this 

involves what is named 'school' in broad sense of educational system.  

It is significant that Heidegger is broaching the subject via linguistica for he criticizes here a 

definite form and interpretation of language. A form of language in which such names as 

'language,' 'technology' and 'tradition' name that for which an adequate determination is 

lacking that will allow us to experience what is today in our modern technological age and 

threatens our very Dasein. An interpretation of language that fails to grasp that there is a 

mutual dependence between having an adequate relation to a thing and there being a genuine 

language. Hence, Heidegger urges that it is not a matter of indifference, as such form and 

interpretation of language would have it, what these names "say to us," "how we hear them," 

and "whether in themselves they grant us what is today." (4) Such matter thus calls for a 

reflection, or as Heidegger defines it, for an awakening of the sense for the useless. This, 

precisely in our age when we only value what is immediately useful. Yet the sense of things 

themselves is, as Dsuang-Dsï, a student of Lao Tse, suggested, to be useless, to resist being 

immediately practical, and thus to remain inviolate. In fact, their usefulness depends on this. 
(5)  

Heidegger thus proposes a rethinking or, better, a transformation of our thinking regarding 

technology, language, and tradition. Since such rethinking takes place within the realm of 

modern technology, the first task here is to rethink technology. Thought from this 

perspective, the current conception of technology in anthropological, instrumental and 

modern scientific terms is correct, but not true. Thought from this perspective, the word 

'technology' itself reveals, via its Greek roots, the true meaning of technology as a knowing 

that sets something hither in the manifest [Her-stellen]. Thought from this perspective, what 

is peculiar to modern technology is revealed as the demand extended over humans whereby 

they are challenged forth to challenge nature forth into preparation, that is, as what Heidegger 

had already called Enframing [Ge-stell]. 

The rethinking of language takes place from this rethinking of technology. The relation 

between technology and language is crucial for a rethinking of language in our modern 

technological age. It is thus necessary to talk about the technological language, which he 

defines as "a language that is technologically determined by what is most peculiar to 

technology," (6) that is, by Enframing. It is thus imperative that we ask what is language that 

it remains exposed in a special way to the dictate of technology. (7) Such exigencies are only 

met in the rethinking of the current conception of language which Heidegger characterizes 

thus: 
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Speech is: (1) A faculty, an activity and achievement of humans. It is: (2) The operation of 

the instruments for communication and hearing. 

Speech is: (3) The expression and communication of emotions accompanied by thoughts in 

the service of information. 

Speech is: (4) A representing and portraying of the real and unreal. (8)  

In the metaphysical connection between language and thinking as Heidegger has seen it, 

metaphysics defines language in terms of thinking, thinking as a human activity of 

representing objects, and thus language as a means for conveying information about objects. 

Metaphysics places thinking as the determining factor in the relation between language and 

thinking. This is deemed evident in our current conception of language as an "instrument of 

expression" in the "service of thinking," (9) and in the common view, which believes that 

thought uses language merely as its "medium" or a means of expression. (10)  

Heidegger located this metaphysical conception of language in the tenets of various 

philosophies of language (11) such as Humbolt's (12) and Hamman's. (13) But the conception of 

language as a mere means of exchange undergoes a revival and a consolidation to extremes 

in our modern technological age that is expressed in the definition of language as information. 

Analytic philosophy offers a prime example of a "metaphysical-technological explanation" 

of language stemming from the "calculative frame of mind." Years later, he continued these 

associations when explicitly labeling Carnap's position a "technical-scientistic view of 

language." (14) According to Heidegger, this view believes that thinking and speaking are 

"exhausted by theoretical and natural-scientific representation and statement," and that they 

"refer to objects and only to objects." Language, as a tool of "scientific-technological 

knowing" -which "must establish its theme in advance as a calculable, causally explicable 

Gegenstand"-- is thus "only an instrument that we employ to manipulate objects." (15) One of 

his assessments of the influence of analytic philosophy in our modern technological age is 

especially noteworthy: 

Of late, the scientific and philosophical investigation of languages is aiming more resolutely 

at the production of what is called "metalanguage." Analytic philosophy, which is set on 

producing this super-language is quite consistent when it considers itself metalinguistics. 

That sounds like metaphysics -not only sounds like it, it is metaphysics. Metalinguistics is 

the thoroughgoing technicalization of all languages into the sole operative instrument of 

interplanetary information. Metalanguage and sputnik, metalinguistics and rocketry are the 

Same. (16)  

Given the logical bent of analytical philosophy it is also worth noting that Heidegger directly 

associated modern mathematical and symbolic logic or, to use his own term, "Logistik" with 

metaphysics. Logistics was for him the "unbroken rule of metaphysics" establishing itself 

everywhere, and modern epistemology acquiring a "decisive position of dominance." (17) It 

was a matter of grave concern for him to see that logistics was being considered everywhere 

"the only possible form of strict philosophy" on the grounds that its procedures and results 

are deemed productive for what he called "the construction of the technological universe." 



 4 

(18) The negative characterizations of logistics abound: It is a "logical degeneration" of 

traditional categorical logic, (19) and its development a sign of the "decay of philosophy," (20) 

an indication of its "dissolution" and "completion." (21) The negative force of such depictions 

is proportional to the weight he assigns to the general role of logic in metaphysics. As the 

doctrine of logos interpreted as assertion or statement, logic is the doctrine of thinking and 

the science of statement, that is, it provides the authoritative interpretations of thinking and 

speaking that rule throughout the oblivion of being in metaphysics. More specifically, 

logistics has as its basis the modern interpretation of statement or assertion as the "connection 

of representations." (22) It is in this sense that he regards it as another manifestation of the 

"unchecked power of modern thinking" itself. (23) Correspondingly, Heidegger depicts the 

connections between logic and modern technology in very dramatic tones: 

Without the legein of [Western] logic, modern man would have to make do without his 

automobile. There would be no airplanes, no turbines, no Atomic Energy Commission. 

Without the logos, of logic, the world would look different. (24)  

The general form metaphysical thinking takes is thus labeled a "scientific-technological 

manner of thinking." It threatens to "spread to all realms" thereby magnifying the "deceptive 

appearance which makes all thinking and speaking seem objectifying." It is this form of 

objectifying thinking which strives to "represent everything henceforth only technologically-

scientifically as an object of possible control and manipulation." With it, language itself takes 

a corresponding form: "deformed into an instrument of reportage and calculable 

information." (25) However, while the form language takes is thus instrumental for such form 

of thinking, it exerts its own influence insofar as it is "treated like a manipulable object to 

which our manner of thinking must conform." (26)  

Heidegger also referred to the metaphysical manner of thinking in our age as a "one-track 

thinking," a term which he explicitly associated with technology. (27) In a similar spirit, he 

called it a "one-sided thinking" that tends towards a "one-sided uniform view" in which 

"[everything] is leveled to one level," and "[our] minds hold views on all and everything, and 

view all things in the same way." (28) There is, to be sure, a kind of language that, as the 

expression of this form of thinking, is itself one-track and one-sided. Heidegger finds one 

"symptom" of the growing power of the technological form of thinking in our increased use 

of designations consisting of abbreviations of words or combinations of their initials. (29) It is 

thus a technological form of language in the sense that it heralds that order in which 

everything is reduced to the univocity of concepts and precise specifications.  

Heidegger labels such interpretations "technological" while remarking that they are a given 

only "insofar as technology is itself understood as a means and everything is conceived only 

according to this respect." (30) If our way of thinking is one that values only that which is 

immediately useful, then language is only conceived and appreciated from this perspective 

of its usefulness for us. More importantly, this suggests it is the essence of technology as 

Enframing that somehow determines what he calls the "transformation of language into mere 

information." (31)  
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We can assume that, if the essence of modern technology is Enframing, then there is also a 

"language of Enframing." Indeed, Heidegger claimed that 

[All] ordering finds itself channeled into calculative thinking and therefore speaks the 

language of Enframing. Speaking is challenged to correspond in every respect to Enframing 

in which all present beings can be commandeered. (32)  

It is within Enframing, then, that "speaking turns into information." Heidegger also spoke of 

the "language machine" [Sprachmaschine] as "one manner in which modern technology 

controls the mode and the world of language as such." (33) We can infer that the language 

machine is one crucial way in which this language of Enframing speaks. (34) With the 

construction of what Heidegger called electronic brains, calculating, thinking and translating 

machines, the language machine is made possible insofar as their activities take place in the 

element of language. The term "language machine" should not be taken as if Heidegger were 

merely taking about calculators and computers. He referred to machine technology itself as 

"the most visible outgrowth of the essence of modern technology," (35) and he insisted that 

the fact ours was the age of the machine was due to the fact it is the technological age, and 

not vice versa. (36) More importantly, Enframing itself is not anything technological in the 

sense of mechanical parts and their assembly. Thus, the language of Enframing cannot itself 

be reduced to anything technological in this narrow sense. Moreover, Heidegger explicitly 

characterized the language machine as the "technical complex of calculating and translating 

machines." (37) He also distinguished it from what he called the "speaking machine" or 

recording apparatus. The distinction is important because he does not see the latter as 

"intruding into the speaking of language itself." The language machine, on the other hand, 

does intrude by regulating and adjusting through its mechanical energies and functions how 

we can use language. (38)  

If there is a transformation of language into the language machine that speaks the language 

of Enframing, then the question is what is the essence of language itself that it allows for its 

transformation into a technological language, into information? Heidegger's answer to this 

question again takes the via linguistica by focusing on "what language itself gives us to think" 

with the word 'sagen' (to say). (39) The essence of language is thus defined from the essence 

of language: It is a Saying that shows, in the sense of letting-appear.  

The possibility of a technological language lies here, for it is itself a Saying-Showing that is 

limited to the mere making of signs for the communication of information. As illustrated with 

Morse code signs, all that remains of language in information is "the abstract form of writing 

that is transcribed into the formulae of a logic calculus" whose clarity "ensures the possibility 

of a secure and rapid communication." (40) The principles transforming language are 

technological-calculative. Thus, Heidegger attaches much importance to the fact that "it is 

from the technological possibilities of the machine that the instruction is set out as to how 

language can and shall still be language." (41) Such instruction spells out the absolute and 

overriding need for the clarity of signs and their sequences. The fact that the machine's 

structure conforms to linguistic tasks such as translating does not mean that the reverse holds 

true. For these tasks are "in advance and fundamentally bound up" with the language 

machine. With the "inexorability of the limitless reign" of technology, the insatiable 
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technological demand for a technological language, its power increases to the point that the 

technological language comes to threaten the very essence of language as Saying-Showing. 

It is "the severest and most menacing attack on what is peculiar to language," (42) for language 

is "atrophied" into the mere transmission of signals. (43)  

Moreover, when information is held as highest form of language on account of its univocity, 

certainty and speed, then, says Heidegger, we have a "corresponding conception" of the 

human being and of human life. He sees this occurring, for instance, in Norbert Wiener, a 

founder of Cybernetics, who said that language "is not an exclusive attribute of man but is 

one he may share to a certain degree with the machines he has constructed." (44) This view is 

itself possible, Heidegger argues, only when we presuppose that language is merely means 

of information. For him, this represents, at the same time, a "threat to the human being's 

ownmost essence." (45) He issued a similar warning with a specific reference to the language 

machine. The fact that language is interpreted and used as an instrument has lead us into 

believing that we are the masters of the language machine, but Heidegger urges that "the truth 

of the matter might well be that the language machine takes language into its management 

and masters the essence of the human being." (46)  

Heidegger's assessments of the metaphysical-technological interpretation and form of 

language are indisputably critical and charged with dramatic and ominous warnings. His 

forebodings turn even gloomier when we consider the gripping mastering effect 

technological language has over our very essence. Moreover, language as such, insofar as it 

harbors the oblivion of being, makes "the step back out of metaphysics difficult." (47) 

Language itself "denies us its essence" and instead "surrenders itself" to us as our "instrument 

of domination over beings." (48) It is thus even difficult for us moderns to even "understand a 

non-instrumental concept of language." (49) The interpretation and form of "language as 

information" and of "information as language" is, in this sense, a circle determined by 

language, and in language, within "the web of language." (50) Hence, Heidegger has referred 

to language as "the danger of all dangers" that "necessarily conceals in itself a continual 

danger for itself." (51) In fact, "we are the stakes" in the "dangerous game and gamble" that 

the essence of language plays with us. (52)  

Yet, in his own contrasts he seems to offer a decidedly non-instrumental conception of 

language. In fact, in his reactions to the general metaphysical interpretations of language and 

thought he issued his own counter-claims. Thus, while surmising that thinking and speaking 

form an identity belonging together to logos as the Saying-Showing of being, (53) he has 

proposed that "thinking is in the service of language" (54) and that "only when [humans] speak 

[do they] think -not the other way around as metaphysics still has it." (55) Therefore, in his 

"language is language" dictum (56) he has insisted that language as the primordial Saying-

Showing of being cannot be explained in terms of or grounded in thinking or, for that matter, 

in anything. Evidently such Saying-Showing is not itself primordially an objectifying 

thinking and speaking, but rather objectification itself is only possible on its grounds. 

The anthropomorphic definition of language of metaphysics is also contested and inverted. 

Heidegger will propose instead what could be called a linguistic definition of the human 

being. He claims that the essence of language is "not anything human," but rather "the human 
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being is indeed in its nature given to speech -it is linguistic," where "linguistic" means here 

taking place out of the logos of being. (57) Our ability to speak is what marks us as human 

being so that language is our very "foundation" of the human being (58) or "the event which 

disposes of the supreme possibility of human existence." (59) Hence, the instrumental relation 

of the human being to language where the human being believes itself to be "the shaper and 

master of language" is really an "inversion of the true relation of dominance" where language 

"remains the master" of the human being. (60) Thus, Heidegger's insistence that it is language 

which genuinely speaks. (61) Here, however, he will venture forth a less shocking statement 

by claiming that "to say properly, i.e., to show, i.e., to let appear is something humans can 

only do with what shows itself to them, which appears from itself, manifests and grants 

itself," (62) and that our relationship to beings, including to the beings we ourselves are, "rests" 

on the letting appear, on the spoken and unspoken Saying-Showing. (63)  

The definite conception of language that Heidegger issues forth in these counter-claims is 

not simply antithetical to the metaphysical-technological interpretations, as if he merely 

propounding a non-anthropomorphic and non-instrumental conception of language. Rather, 

he is suggesting that language as a human instrument is merely an effect of the essence of 

language as Saying-Showing. Thus, he has specifically urged that the  

essence of language does not consist entirely in being a means of giving information. This 

definition does not touch its essential essence, but merely indicates an effect of its essence. 
(64)  

Technological language is thus itself an effect of the essence of language as Saying-Showing. 

Neither language nor technology have shown to be anthropological and instrumental in their 

essence. Moreover, technology in its essence is nothing technological, in the sense of 

machines and their parts, and language in its essence is nothing linguistic, in the sense of 

human sounds or words. (65) Enframing, as the essence of technology, and Saying-Showing, 

as the essence of language, are not human doings. In fact, we are commandeered by 

Enframing, and founded on and mastered by Saying-Showing. Thus, in technological 

language there lies a convergence of these into the event that appropriates the human being 

to challenge-forth all that is and to speak about all that is in the terms of information. 

Moreover, Enframing dictates its mandate to Saying-Showing as it unfolds into technological 

language. In the language of Enframing the essence of technology prevails over the essence 

of language. 

Heidegger asserted the twofoldedness of the essence of Enframing as the danger, or the 

disguising of being itself, and as the saving power, or the revealing of being itself. Neither as 

the danger nor as the saving power is it a human undertaking. Yet, the human being is 

required for both. While the surmounting of technology, whereby being would unconceal its 

own concealment, requires the human being's cooperation, such cooperation is that of a pious 

thinking that ponders the essence of being and remains open to the turning of being. (66) He 

explicitly envisioned such thinking as accompanied by what he called a "releasement toward 

things," (67) characterized as "a comportment toward technology which expresses 'yes' and at 

the same time 'no'." This comportment takes the specific form of letting technical devices 

enter our daily life while, at the same time, leaving them "outside," leaving them "alone" as 
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something that does not affect our "inner and real core" and as things that are "nothing 

absolute" and remain "dependent on something higher." (68)  

In principle, then, Heidegger's position on the language of Enframing is not simply refractory, 

though it is certainly charged with negativity. (69) But, technological language threatens to 

drown out all other forms of Saying-Showing and thus to master our essence. Thus, in our 

world of the language machine, Heidegger bemoans the lack of a poet or 

a house-friend who in equal manner and with equal force is inclined toward both the 

technologically constructed world-edifice and the world as the house for a more original 

dwelling. . . who is able to re-entrust the calculability and technology of nature to the open 

mystery of a newly experienced naturalness of nature. (70)  

The possibility of also saying 'no' in our 'yes' to technological language seems to be related 

with a continued 'yes' to traditional language. In the information theory of language "natural 

language" is itself defined negatively as a "not-yet-formalized language," so that it 

"conceives of the natural aspect of language as a lack of formalization." (71) One of the 

proponents of this theory, Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, said that "any attempt to make a 

part of language clear (through its formalization into a sign system) already presupposes the 

use of natural language, also there where it is not clear." (72) For Heidegger, this statement 

illustrates how natural language, this "non-technologized everyday language," represents a 

"limit" that "still survives . . . behind all technological transformation of the essence of 

language." (73) It is worth noting that Heidegger also insisted that "even language as 

information is not language per se," or "occurring of itself," but "historical" and with a 

"destiny." (74)  

Defined positively, the so-called "natural language" is what Heidegger calls "Überlieferte 

Sprache," or traditional language. Since Überlieferung or tradition, means literally 'handing 

down over' or 'delivery,' Heidegger distinguishes the "handing down over" in tradition from 

the "mere passing on" [Weitergabe]. Such passing on is perhaps compared best with what 

Heidegger characterized as "Tradition" in Sein und Zeit. It barely makes accessible what it 

"gives over" to the point of covering it up, "delivering over" to self-evidence "what has come 

handed down over to us" and blocking our access to the primordial sources from which it is 

"handed down over to us." (75) Such Tradition, or tradition in its negative sense, can only 

occur in technological language. In fact, with the inauthentic form of thinking in our age, 

language itself flounders in inauthenticity as it 

thereby falls into the service of expediting communication along routes where objectification 

-the uniform accessibility of everything to everyone- branches out and disregards all limits. 

In this way language comes under the dictatorship of the public realm which decides in 

advance what is intelligible and what must be rejected as unintelligible. (76)  

Technological language is thus the language of inauthenticity. It is the modern technological 

Gerede. (77) Cyber-talk is idle talk. 
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Traditional language, in the positive sense of tradition, is the "preservation of what is 

original," as the "safeguarding of the new possibilities of the already spoken language." It 

"contains and grants" what remains "unspoken." It harbors thus new ways of Saying-Showing 

potentially different from those of technological language. The poet's task is that of "saying 

the world anew" and "to bring what is not-yet-seen into appearance" from this traditional 

language. (78) However, the function of technological language to provide clear signs and 

sequences of signs is at odds with this task. Thus, as Heidegger saw it, this is why poetry 

"does not, on principle, let itself be programmed." (79) With traditional language there is a 

special relation to language where humans speak only insofar as they "co-respond" to 

language - which is what "genuinely" speaks. (80) Following Goethe, Heidegger also 

distinguished this as the "deeper" and "poetic" relationship, in contrast with the 

"commonplace" and "superficial" relationship. (81) It regards what he calls "the language that 

has grown historically . . . the mother tongue," the language to which the human being's 

essence is commended and within which the human speaks. Thus, with regard to traditional 

language, Heidegger proposes considering the special character of "instruction in the mother 

tongue" in this the age of the language of Enframing. In fact, he suggests, this language 

instruction might have to be, instead of an "education," a "reflection" on the danger 

threatening language and our relation to it. (82) At the same time, it must be a reflection on  

the saving power that conceals itself in the mystery of language, insofar as it always brings 

us into the nearness of what is unspoken and what is inexpressible. (83)  

It must thus be a reflection on technological language and traditional language . . . 
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