To Live a World through the Passage of Language

Since late last year, I have tapped into ChatGPT as a somewhat systematic tool for
self-help/self-improvement, alongside other generative use for productivity. Aware of the limits of
LLMs in mental health adjacent exchanges, I tried to be attentive with my wording, often in a
blend of Mandarin Chinese and English, so as to provide a clear, precise depiction of what had
happened and how I understood it. A few months in, I found myself asking what could cause the
tone of voice difference in the model’s Mandarin and English responses. After a brief account of
the corpus data and post-training, it came up with a fluent reading of my bilingual use that
ascribes my professional and functional inputs to English, and lower-defensive inner words to
Mandarin, concluded through a seamless analogy in which English is my free roaming armour, a
tool, and a work body; while my first language Mandarin Chinese is a layer of skin underneath
stripped of that armour.

I want to hold that diagnosis at a distance for now. What interests me more is its emerging from
my own assumption that language, whether first or acquired, could be used to organise thoughts,
describe life events, and make prompts clear enough to avoid misleading premises. Yet my
communication pattern still returned as a linguistic narrative of embodied relation. Moreover, this
eloquent statement posed an emotionally convincing taxonomy, one that manifests a split in the
roles assigned to different languages in bi-/multilingual life. One was cast as mobile, defensive,
functional, and the other as true, internal and intimate.

What appeared first as a practical question therefore unfolds into a wider set of inquiries: does
language give form to experience after the fact, or does it shape the terms through which
experience becomes recognisable? Does one same person become differently decipherable in
different languages, and does this difference render some languages inherently closer to the true
self than others?

Social Networks enters this uncertainty without mapping language onto specific locus. Traversing
through the screens, our attention sways back and forth across voice, sign, gesture and action,
each searching through language as an active site. These moments attend inwards to the ways our
experience, self-perception, memory and knowledge are arranged and mediated through language
itself, and to the uneven registers it’s carried. A Christmas song written in Finnish oral form
during the Depression, held on the page in a grandmother’s journal until it can be sung aloud
again. A Spanish name, shortened and anglicised, carries social negotiations of migration before
being taken up again as reclamation. The lyrical sound of Marathi could still reopen comfort even
when it has been put aside, in a way that language retains affect after conscious attachment has
shifted. Georgian, once a first language, was gradually displaced in early schooling then partially
recovered through family and kinship ties. In Auslan, a shift in grammar changes the order in
which attention is given, and the body is tuned accordingly toward ease or vigilance in different
linguistic environments. A contemporary Chinese pictographic character is reenacted through the
artist's body, turning the act of writing into pose while returning a gendered sign to a gendered
body. Romanian diminutives give endearment a lexical form, making the emotional state of the
speaker audible through the altered scale, whereas German compound words allow affect to
gather gradually, as new meaning unfolds through the joining of conceptual parts.



What is preserved is a gentle unsettling of language as a transparent medium that dutifully reifies
experience into representation, whether subjective or physiological. Joan W. Scott’s critique of
experience as a foundational epistemology in historical explanation offers us an access to
approaching the narratives presented to us. Turning away from naturalising lived experience as a
self-evident account that precedes the conception of the self, Scott proposes a way of working
that treats experience as an interpretation already, through which identity is constructed and
knowledge is produced. Perhaps we could bring such awareness into our positioning within
Social Networks: lived experience only becomes graspable under the interplay of language,
memory, self knowledge and social categories. It never precedes these structures as raw material.
Social Networks therefore gives form to: when something is lived, felt, remembered, forgotten,
how does it pass into the language? What is altered, delayed, or withheld in that passage?

This interferential relation between experience and language, however, seems to make it plausible
to further argue that the first language, or mother language, is not only inimitable but also the
most authentic to the subject like a layer of skin. The problem lies in my own anecdotal evidence,
as I see it, is that the machine’s analysis plunges into a monolingual framework in which
language inherently bounds with one’s origin and early upbringing. Within this paradigm, the
affectively charged form of the term mother language pivots to imply that later acquired
languages will never be profound or intact enough to signify belonging or true sense of self.
However, the space Social Networks opens up, as Brian Castro would describe, is one that each
language speaks the world in its own ways.[1] Instead of anchoring language to a static point of
origin, cultural identity or as a practical device, the participants’ introspective narratives sketch a
decentralised landscape that, by knowing another language, they have entered a reality
constructed by it, a reality which is accessible within its own connotations.

In the same way, Social Networks’ subtitling experimentation further dismantles the assumption
that translation into a dominant language would naturally pierce the barrier between different
linguistic contexts. Unlike a purist refusal of screen translation as a forceful statement throughout
the experimental film history, the choreographed breaks in the captions reserve a semantic
pathway for the viewers. Meaning remains accessible but postponed, while language is held
temporarily through its sound, gesture, movement, rhythm and pulse. We might walk into the
space bearing an almost imperceptible anticipation for meaning to arrive immediately, then drift
into perplexity, frustrated with the dejection of a promise. But if we stay with the delay and
indulge a preoccupation with each language’s own materiality, we will then realise: to voyage in
between languages is not to eliminate the gap between them, but to reside in the intervals, till our
paths eventually converge with theirs at this very slippage.

[1] Castro, B. (1995) “Writing Asia: And, Auto/biography: Two Lectures.”

Following this impactful sentence, Castro continues: The polyglot is a freer person, a person
capable of living in words and worlds other than the narrow and the confined one of unimagined
reality. While 1 share common ground with this statement, the wording here still marks a limit.
Speaking the words is far from the only means through which we experience the world. Does it
not also reflect Castro’s own unimagined reality that is confined to verbal and written languages?
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