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Abstract 

 Social media is often considered an 21st Century creation. However, Tom Standage’s 

“Writing on the Wall: Social Media — The First Two Thousand Years” offers a detailed and 

comprehensive examination of 2,000 years worth of human social interaction through media. 

From Cicero in 51 B.C., to Martin Luther’s 95 Theses; from the Stamp Act in the British 

colonies to the digital revolution and 140-character Tweets, humans are social by nature. The 

methods have changed drastically through the years, but the need to communicate across divides 

has not.  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Its All Social: Examining the History of Viral Messaging Through Tom Standage’s 

“Writing on the Wall: Social Media — The First Two Thousand Years” 

 From Cicero in 51 B.C., to Martin Luther’s 95 Theses; from the Stamp Act in the British 

colonies to the digital revolution and 140-character Tweets, humans are social by nature. At the 

root of all communication is our deeply ingrained human need to communicate and share. It is 

easy to view “social media” as a recent development that only encompasses Tweets, Facebook 

posts, Vines, and photos posted to Instagram. But the social web reaches as back 2,000 years to 

the dawn of human history.  

 Writing on the Wall: Social Media — The First Two Thousand Years (2013) is an easily 

read, comprehensive historical guide to human communication. Right from the start, readers are 

able to make connections between Cicero’s early social web in 51 B.C. and modern day social 

networking sites on the internet (Standage, 2013, pp. 1-5). It is easy to see how the need to 

communicate has spurred innovation throughout human history.  

 Standage is the Deputy Editor of The Economist and oversees the newspaper’s digital 

strategy and development of digital products (“Tom Standage - Economist,” n.d.). Since joining 

The Economist as Science Correspondent in 1998, Standage has held positions as Technology 

Editor, Business Editor, and Digital Editor (“Tom Standage - Economist,” n.d.). His other 

published works include: The Victorian Internet (1998) and A History of the World in 6 Glasses 

(2005).  

 Standage’s educational background in engineering and computing at Oxford University 

(“Tom Standage - Economist,” n.d.) makes him a clear expert source in this field . Most recently 
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he has shifted his focus to the cultural and historical significance of the internet in writing for 

publications such as The New York Times, Daily Telegraph, Guardian and Wired (“Tom Standage 

- Economist,” n.d.). 

 Standage’s understanding of modern social media vernacular makes the book’s writing 

interesting and accessible. He likens the Devonshire Manuscript, a collection of poems, notes, 

and coded messages passed between members of the Tudor court, to being a 16th Century 

Facebook (2013, pp 65).  

 “Today teenagers can commune in secret on social networks, on Internet forums, and 

using mobile phones. The Devonshire Manuscript provided a similarly secluded social space in 

which young courtiers could exchange messages with each other, beyond the gaze of the outside 

world (Standage 2013, pp. 65-66).” 

 The comparisons continue the rise of the printing press gave the printed word the ability 

to “go viral,” radio, television, and the internet would do the same hundreds of years later. This 

long view of history is a needed reminder that nothing is new—the timetable is only sped up.  

“The speed and ease of social communication has changed over the centuries. But the principles 

remain pretty much the same: Peer-to-peer sharing is a human trait that shapes society” (Bullard, 

2014).  

 With any technology comes great responsibility. Modern society is grappling with how to 

be responsible users of social media sites like Facebook and Twitter. Some argue that the instant 

gratification that comes with internet-powered social media is dangerous to society (Wang 2017). 

Standage would suggest that media critics first look back at history before making rash 

decisions.  
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 “We do not know what the future will bring, but Writing on the Wall provides some 

historical clues. Over the past two decades, modern social media has brought about changes 

similar to those brought about by historical social media over the past two millennia” (Lent 

2015). History repeats itself, even when society is knowledgable about where it has come from. 

This text is a worthwhile read for any journalist, historian, technophile or mass communication 

junkie. It is sure to delight, inform, and possibly inspire new communication innovations.  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