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INTRODUCTION:
MORE THAN JUST A
CURIOUS PHRASE

The phrase What the
D o r m o u s e  S a i d
carries  a  weight  far
beyond  its  seemingly
whimsical  origin.  For
many,  i t  instant ly
evokes  the  Mad  Tea
P a r t y  f r o m  L e w i s
C a r r o l l ’ s  A l i c e ’ s
A d v e n t u r e s  i n
Wonderland,  where  a
sleepy  dormouse  tells
a  bizarre  story  about
three sisters living in a
treacle  well.  Yet  for
others—part icular ly
those  immersed  in

t e c h n o l o g y
history—the  same
words open a portal to
t h e  1 9 6 0 s
counterculture  and  its
profound  influence  on
t h e  b i r t h  o f  t h e
personal  computer.
This  article  explores
both meanings, tracing
the  phrase  f rom  a
Victorian  fantasy  to  a
symbo l  o f  rad ica l
innovat ion ,  whi le
uncovering  why  this
tiny, drowsy creature’s
utterance  remains
relevant  today.

THE LITERARY
ROOTS: A
DORMOUSE IN
WONDERLAND

In Chapter 11 of Alice’s
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A d v e n t u r e s  i n
Wonderland  (1865),
Alice  finds  herself  at  a
chaot i c  tea  par ty
hosted  by  the  Mad
Hatter  and  the  March
Hare. A dormouse sits
b e t w e e n  t h e m ,
perpetual ly  on  the
verge  of  sleep.  When
the  Hatter  and  Hare
prod the dormouse to
tell a story, he begins:
“Once  upon  a  t ime
there were three little
sisters…  and  their
names  were  Els ie,
Lacie,  and  Tillie;  and
t h e y  l i v e d  a t  t h e
bottom of a well.” Alice
interrupts,  questioning
the logic of living in a
well, but the dormouse
persists:  “They  were
learning to draw… and
they  drew  all  manner
of  things—everything
that begins with an M.”
The tale descends into
n o n s e n s e — t r e a c l e
wells,  drawing treacle,
and  a  riddle  about  a

raven  and  a  writing
desk.  The  dormouse’s
story is a masterpiece
of  absurdist  literature,
reflecting Carroll’s  love
fo r  wo rdp lay  and
illogical  logic.  But  the
phrase  “What  the
Dormouse  Said”  also
i n v i t e s  d e e p e r
interpretation.  The
dormouse  represents
the subconscious, half-
awake  state  where
creativity and madness
mingle.  It  hints  that
profound  truths  (or
equa l l y  p ro found
nonsense)  lurk  just
beneath the surface of
c o n s c i o u s n e s s — a
theme  that  resonates
w i t h  l a t e r
c o u n t e r c u l t u r a l
explorations.

The
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Symbolis
m of the
Dormous
e in
Victorian

Culture
Dormice  were  familiar
to Victorian readers as
hibernating  creatures,
often  associated  with
laziness  or  hidden
wisdom.  In  Carroll’s
hands,  the  dormouse
becomes  a  reluctant
oracle.  The  tea  party
itself  is  a  sat ire  of
social  rituals,  and  the
d o r m o u s e ’ s
f ragmented  s tory
mirrors  the  disjointed
logic of dreams. What
The  Dormouse  Said
thus became a cultural
shorthand for a cryptic,

h a l f - r e m e m b e r e d
truth—something  that
makes  sense  on ly
when  you  stop  trying
t o  f o r c e  i t  i n t o
c o n v e n t i o n a l
frameworks.

A LEAP ACROSS
DECADES: FROM
WONDERLAND TO
SILICON VALLEY

Fast  forward  to  2005,
when  journalist  John
Markoff  published
What  the  Dormouse
Said:  How  the  Sixties
Counterculture Shaped
the Personal Computer
Industry.  The  title  is
deliberate.  Markoff
a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e
personal  computer
revolution  was  not
solely  the  product  of
e n g i n e e r s  a n d
entrepreneurs;  it  was
deeply  influenced  by
the anti-establishment,
c o m m u n a l ,  a n d
psychedelic  ethos  of
t h e  1 9 6 0 s .  T h e
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dormouse’s  sleepy
mutterings  become  a
metaphor for the quiet,
often overlooked forces
that  gave  rise  to  the
digital age.

The
Thesis:
Counterc
ulture as
a Catalyst
Markoff  traces  a  direct
line  from  the  Haight-
Ashbury hippies to the
Homebrew  Computer
Club.  Visionaries  like
Stewart  Brand,  Doug
Engelbart,  and  Steve
Jobs  were  not  just
techies—they  were
p r o d u c t s  o f  a
movement that valued
personal  liberation,
n e t w o r k e d
communities,  and  the

democratization  of
i n fo rmat i on .  The
phrase  What  The
D o r m o u s e  S a i d
encapsulates  the  idea
t h a t  t h e  m o s t
transformative  ideas
often  emerge  from
fr inge,  seemingly
n o n s e n s i c a l
perspectives—much
l ike  a  dormouse’s
bedtime  story.

Key
Figures
and Their
Dormous
e
Moments
Enge lbar t ’ s  1968
“Mother of All Demos”
introduced the mouse,
hypertext,  and  video
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c o n f e r e n c i n g — a l l
concepts  that  seemed
as  improbable  as  a
treacle  well.  Stewart
Brand,  creator  of  the
Whole  Earth  Catalog,
argued that tools could
empower individuals to
reshape society. These
innovators  listened  to
t h e i r  o w n
“ d o r m o u s e ” — t h a t
inner voice of curiosity
and  rebellion  against
convention.  Markoff’s
book  argues  that  the
c o u n t e r c u l t u r e
provided  the  cultural
permission  to  imagine
computers as tools for
personal  expression
rather  than  corporate
control.

THE DORMOUSE IN
MODERN CULTURE
AND TECHNOLOGY

Today ,  “What  the
D o r m o u s e  S a i d ”
appears in song lyrics,
album titles, and even
s o f t w a r e

documentation.  It  has
become  a  meme  for
hidden  knowledge,  a
nod  to  the  idea  that
breakthroughs  often
come from unexpected
places.  The  phrase  is
a l s o  u s e d  i n
psychological  contexts
to describe intuitive or
s u b c o n s c i o u s
insights—the  “little
voice”  that  speaks
when the rational mind
sleeps.

Relevanc
e to
Today’s
Digital
Landscap
e
Consider  the  open-
source  movement,
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blockchain,  and  the
maker  culture.  Each
echoes the dormouse’s
m e s s a g e :  t h a t
innovation  flourishes
when we allow playful,
unstructured  thinking.
The  counterculture’s
e m p h a s i s  o n
collaboration  over
competition,  and  on
technology as a means
of  personal  liberation,
is visible in everything
from Linux  to  the  gig
economy.  What  The
D o r m o u s e  S a i d
reminds  us  that  the
most  disruptive  ideas
o f t e n  s o u n d  l i k e
nonsense  at  first—until
t hey  reshape  the
world.

DECONSTRUCTING
THE KEYWORD:
WHY “WHAT THE
DORMOUSE SAID”
MATTERS FOR SEO
AND CONTENT

F o r  w r i t e r s  a n d

marketers,  the  phrase
offers  a  unique
opportunity.  It  bridges
two distinct audiences:
literary enthusiasts and
tech  historians.  By
c rea t i ng  con ten t
around  What  The
Dormouse  Said,  you
can  attract  readers
interested  in  Lewis
Carroll,  counterculture
h i s t o r y ,  o r  t h e
sociology of innovation.
The  keyword’s  natural
ambiguity  allows  for
rich,  layered  articles
tha t  sa t i s f y  bo th
c u r i o s i t y  a n d
informational intent.

Semantic
Keywords
and
Natural
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Integratio
n
To optimize for search
e n g i n e s  w i t h o u t
stuffing,  naturally
incorporate  related
terms  such  as:

Alice in
Wonderland
dormouse
John Markoff
book
1960s
counterculture
and computers
personal
computer history
Stewart Brand
Whole Earth
Catalog
Doug Engelbart
demo
technology and
psychedelia

These  te rms  he lp
s e a r c h  e n g i n e s
understand the context
while  providing  value

to  readers.  Headings
like “The Dormouse in
Modern  Culture”  or
“From  Wonderland  to
Silicon  Valley”  create
clear  topical  clusters.

A DEEPER DIVE:
LESSONS FROM
THE DORMOUSE

What  can  we  learn
from a fictional rodent?
The dormouse teaches
u s  t h a t  t h e  m o s t
powerful insights often
come  when  we  stop
trying to be logical and
al low  our  minds  to
w a n d e r .  I n  t h e
corporate  world,  this
translates  to  fostering
environments  where
“crazy”  ideas  are
heard.  In  personal
d e v e l o p m e n t ,  i t
encourages  embracing
intuition. In technology,
it validates the hacker
e t h o s — t i n k e r i n g ,
ques t i on ing ,  and
building for the joy of
it.
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The
Dormous
e’s
Treacle
Well: A
Metaphor
for
Untapped
Resource
s
The  s i s te rs  in  the
dormouse’s  story  live
in  a  wel l  and  draw
treacle—a thick, sweet
syrup. This can be read
as  a  metaphor  for
extracting  value  from
deep,  hidden  places.

The  counterculture’s
insistence on exploring
a l t e red  s ta tes  o f
consciousness (through
p s y c h e d e l i c s ,
m e d i t a t i o n ,  o r
communal  living)  was
an attempt to tap into
those “treacle wells” of
creativity. The personal
computer,  in  turn,
became  a  too l  fo r
d r a w i n g  o u t  a n d
sharing  that  creative
treacle  with  the  world.

CONCLUSION:
LISTENING TO THE
DORMOUSE TODAY

Whether you encounter
What The Dormouse
Said  in  a  children’s
book  or  a  history  of
Si l icon  Val ley,  the
p h r a s e  c a r r i e s  a
timeless reminder: the
mos t  mean ing fu l
revolutions often begin
with a quiet, seemingly
absurd voice. In an age
of information overload
and  A I -generated
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content ,  we  need
dormouse  moments
more  than  ever—time
to pause, listen to the
half-dreamt  stories,
and let them guide us
toward  unexpected
breakthroughs. So next
t ime  you  hear  that
phrase, remember: it’s
an  invitation  to  look
beyond  the  obvious,
e m b r a c e  t h e
nonsens i ca l ,  and
discover  the  treacle

wells  in  your  own life
and work.
By  weaving  together
literature,  history,  and
modern  technology,
this  article  has  aimed
to show how a single,
curious  phrase  can
open doors to multiple
worlds.  The  dormouse
may be sleepy, but its
words  echo  through
the ages—urging us to
stay awake to wonder.


