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I

LITERACY is imperious. It tends to arrogate to itself supreme power
by taking itself as normative for human expression and thought.
This is particularly true in high-technology cultures; which are built
on literacy of necessity and which encourage the impression that
literacy is an always to be expected and even natural state of affairs.
The term ‘illiterate’ itself suggests that persons belonging to the
class it designates are deviants, defined by something they lack,
namely literacy. Moreover, in high-technology cultures—which,
more and more, are setting the style for cultures across the world—
since literacy is regarded as so unquestionably normative and nor-
mal, the deviancy of illiterates tends to be thought of as lack of a
simple mechanical skill. Illiterates should learn writing as they
learned to tie their shoe-laces or to drive a car. Such views of writing
as simply a mechanical skill obligatory for all human beings distort
our understanding of what is human if only because they block
understanding of what natural human mental processes are before
writing takes possession of consciousness. These views also by the
same token block understanding of what writing itself really is. For
without a deep understanding of the normal oral or oral-aural con-
sciousness and noetic economy of humankind before writing came
along, it is impossible to grasp what writing accomplished.

Recent research work, however, in the field and in the library, is
offering the opportunity to overcome our chirographic (and typo-
graphic) bias. This work has deepened our understanding of what
I have styled primary orality, the orality of cultures with no knowl-
edge at all of writing, as contrasted with what I have styled second-
ary orality, the clectronic orality of radio and television, which
Some material in the [irst part of this article has been adapted from the author’s

‘Writing and the Evolution of Consciousness’, in: Mosaic (University of Manitoba),
xviii (1985), 1-10, with the permission of the editor.
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grows out of high-literacy cultures, depending for its invention and
operation on the widespread cultivation of writing and reading.
Classical scholars, from Milman Parry—the prime mover in the
orality-literacy universe—through Albert Lord, Eric Havelock,
and others, sociologists and linguists such as Jack Goody, Wallace
Chafe, and Deborah Tannen, cultural anthropologists such as Jeff
Opland, historians such as M. T. Clanchy, and many others from
even more diversified fields, including the late Marshall McLuhan,
the greatest diversifier of all, have opened vistas into primary oral-
ity which enable us better to understand differences between the
oral and the literate mind. My own work in opening such vistas, for
whatever it is worth, began deep in Renaissance and earlier intel-
lectual history, and has moved into the present, without, I hope,
losing live contact with the past. We can now view in better per-
spective the world of writing in which we live, see better what this
world really is, and what functionally literate human beings really
are—that is, beings whose thought processes do not grow out of
simply natural powers but out of these powers as structured, directly
or indirectly, by the technology of writing. Without writing, the
literate mind would not and could not think as it does, not only
when engaged in writing but even when it is composing its thoughts
in oral form.

Functionally literate persons, those who regularly assimilate dis-
course such as this, are not simply thinking and speaking human
beings but chirographically thinking and speaking human beings
(latterly conditioned also by print and by electronics). The fact that
we do not commonly feel the influence of writing on our thoughts
shows that we have interiorized the technology of writing so deeply
that without tremendous effort we cannot separate it from our-
selves or even recognize its presence and. influence. If functionally
literate persons are asked to think of the word ‘nevertheless’, they
will all have present in imagination the letters of the word—vaguely
perhaps, but unavoidably—in handwriting or typescript or print. If
they are asked to think of the word ‘nevertheless’ for two minutes,
120 seconds, without ever allowing any letters at all to enter their
imaginations, they cannot comply. A person from a completely oral
background of course has no such problem. He or she will think
only of the real word, a sequence of sounds, ‘ne-ver-the-less’. For
the real word ‘nevertheless’, the sounded word, cannot ever be
present all at once, as written words deceptively seem to be. Sound
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exists only when it is going out of existence. By the time I get to the ‘the-
less’, the ‘ne-ver’ is gone. To the extent that it rr.lakes all of a word
appear present at once, writing falsifies. Recalling soun.ded. words
is like recalling a bar of music, a melody, a sequence in time. A
word is an event, a happening, not a thing, as letters make it appear
to be. So is thought: “This is paper’ is an occurrence, an event in
time, We grasp truth articulately only in events.. Artu;ulated tn..lth
has no permanence. Full truth is deeper than articulation. We find
it hard to recognize this obvious truth, so deeply has the fixity of
the written word taken possession of our consciousness. .

The oral world as such distresses literates because sound is evan-

escent. Typically, literates want words and thoughts pipned d.own.—
though it is impossible to ‘pin down’ an event. The n?md trained in
an oral culture does not feel the literate’s distress: it can operate
with exquisite skill in the world of sounds, events‘, evanescences.
How does it manage? Basically, in its noetic operations it uses for-
mulaic structures and procedures that stick in the mind to com.ple-
ment and counteract the evanescent: proverbs _apd other fixed
sayings, epithets, that is, standard, expected qualifiers (the stuf-dy
oak, the brave warrior, wise Nestor, clever Odysseus), numerical
sets (the three Graces, the seven deadly sins, the five senses, anc} S0
on), balance, rhythms of all sorts (‘Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’)—anything to make it easy to
call back what Homer recognized were ‘winged words’: Primary
oral culture also keeps its thinking close to the human l}fe wor.ld,
personalizing things and issues, and storing knowledge in stories.
Categories are unstable mnemonically. Sto_nes you can ren‘fember.
In its typical mindset, the oral sensibility is out to hold things Fo-
pether, to make and retain agglomerates, not to analy.se (which
means to take things apart)—although, since all thought is to some
degree analytic, it does analyse to a degree, Pressed by the.need .to
manage an always fugitive noetic uni‘vers.e, the oral world is ba.su.:—
ally conservative. Exploratory thinking is not unknown, :Dut it is
relatively rare, a luxury orality can little afford, for energies must
be husbanded to keep on constant call the evanescent knowledge
thal the ages have so laboriously accumulated. Everybody, or
almost cverybody, must repeat and repeat and rePeat the truths
that have come down from the ancestors. Otherwise the:se truths
will escape, and culture will be back on square one, where it started
belore the ancestors got the truths from their ancestors.
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I have discussed these formulaic and narrative strategies in Oral-
ity and Literacy (1982). In 1985, John Miles Foley’s new Oral-
Formulaic Theory and Research shows, as nothing has ever done
before, how universal such strategies are across the globe and
across the centuries. Foley provides summaries of over 1,800 books
and articles covering 90 different language areas.

Our literate world of visually processed sounds has been totally
unfamiliar to most human beings, who always belonged, and often
still belong to this oral world. Homo sapiens has been around for
some 30,000 years, to take a conservative figure. The oldest script,
Mesopotamian cuneiform, is less than 6,000 years old (the alphabet
less than 4,000). Of all the tens of thousands of languages spoken in
the course of human history only a tiny fraction—Edmonson
(1971: 323) calculates about 106—have ever been committed to
writing to a degree sufficient to have produced a literature, and
most have never been written at all. Of the 4,000 or so languages
spoken today, only around 78 have a literature (Edmonson 1971:
332). For some of the others linguists have devised more or less
adequate ways of writing them, with results that appear in linguistics
publications and convention papers that have no noteworthy effect
at all on the actual users of the language. Dr C. Andrew Hofling
has recently completed a linguistic study of discourse in the Itza
Mayan language which transcribes the language in the Roman
alphabet. This transcription is essential for linguistic studies, but it
is useless, inconsequential, for the Itza Maya themselves. With only
some 500 speakers, the language has no effective way of developing
a literate culture. Most languages in the world today exist in com-
parable conditions. Those who think of the text as the paradigm of
all discourse need to face the fact that only the tiniest fraction of
languages have ever been written or ever will be. Most have dis-
appeared or are fast disappearing, untouched by textuality. Hard-
core textualism is snobbery, often hardly disguised.

Only in recent centuries have human beings generally had the
idea that a language could be written, and even today many peoples
do not believe their language can be written. In Dayton, Ohio, on
25 February 1983, I saw a videotape of a Methodist missionary and
linguist who had worked out an alphabetization of a previously
unwritten language in the South Pacific and witnessed her dif-
ficulty in convincing the speakers of the language that she could
write down their utterances. They believed that only the languages .
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they knew as written, such as English or French, could be
written.

All this is not to deny that spoken languages are all amenable to
conversion into writing (always with only partial success or accu-
racy) or that, given the human condition and the advantages con-
ferred by writing, the invention of writing, and evenl of alphabetic
writing, was sure to occur somewhere in the evolution of culture
and consciousness. But to say that language is writing is, at be.st,
uninformed. It provides egregious evidence of the unreflective
chirographic and/or typographic squint that haunts us all.

11

Writing was an intrusion, though an invaluable intrusion, into the
early human lifeworld, much as computers are today. It has latel,y
become fashionable in some linguistic circles to refer to Plato’s
condemnation of writing in the Phaedrus and the Seventh.Le'Eter.
What is seldom if ever noticed, however, is that Plato’s objections
against writing are essentially the very same objtfctions commonly
urged today against computers by those who o!nject to them (On.g
1982: 79-81). Writing, Plato has Socrates say in the Pha‘edrus,. is
inhuman, pretending to establish outside the mind what in reality
can only be in the mind. Writing is simply a thing, something to be
manipulated, something inhuman, artificial, a man.ufactured prpd-
uct. We recognize here the same complaint that is made aga.mst
computers: they are artificial contrivances, foreign to hl..lman.hfe.
Secondly, Plato’s Socrates complains, a writ.ten text is basically
unresponsive. If you ask a person to explain his or her statement,
you can get at least an attempt at explanation: if you a-sk a text, you
pel nothing except the same, often stupid words: YVthh called for
your question in the first place. In the moderq critique of the f:om-
puter, the same objection is put, ‘Garbage in, garbage o_ut . So
sleeply are we into literacy that we fail commonly to recognize that
1his objection applies every bit as much to books as to cor.nputer.s.
Il a book states an untruth, ten thousand printed refutations yv1}l
sfo nothing to the printed text: the untruth is there for ever. Th1s is
why books have been burnt. Texts are essentially contumacious.
‘Thirdly, Plato’s Socrates urges, writing destroys memory. Those
who use writing will become forgetful, relying on an external source
lin what they lack in internal resources. Writing weakens the mind.
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Today, some parents and others fear that pocket calculators pro-
vide an external resource for what ought to be the internal resource
of memorized multiplication tables. Presumably, constant repeti-
tion of multiplication tables might produce more and more Albert
Einsteins. Calculators weaken the mind, relieve it of the setting-up
exercises that keep it strong and make jt grow. (Significantly, the
fact that the computer manages multiplication and other compu-
tation so much more effectively than human beings do, shows how
little the multiplication tables have to do with real thinking.)

Fourthly, in keeping with the agonistic mentality of oral cultures,
their tendency to view everything in terms of interpersonal struggle,
Plato’s Socrates also holds it against writing that the written word
cannot defend itself as the natural spoken word can: real speech
and thought always exist essentially in the context of struggle.
Writing is passive, out of it, in an unreal, unnatural world. So, it
seems, are computers: if you punch the keys they will not fight back
on their own, but only in the way they have been programmed to
do.

Those who are disturbed about Plato’s misgivings about writing
will be even more disturbed to find that print created similar mis-
givings when it was first introduced. Hieronimo Squarciafico, who
in fact promoted the printing of the Latin classics, also argued in
1477 that already ‘abundance of books makes men less studious’
(Ong 1982: 80). Even more than writing does, print destroys
memory and enfeebles the mind by relieving it of too much work
(the pocket calculator complaint once more), downgrading the wise
man and wise woman in favour of the pocket compendium.

One weakness in Plato’s position is that he put these misgivings
about writing into writing, just as one weakness in antiprint posi-
tions is that their proponents put their objections into print, and
one weakness in anti-computer positions is that they are articulated
in articles or books printed from tapes composed on computer
terminals. The law at work here is: once the word is techno-
logized, there is no really effective way to criticize its condition
without the aid of the technology you are criticizing, The
complaints about these three inventions are all the same because
writing and print and the computer are all ways of technologizing
the word.

The new technology of writing, it is now clear, was operating in
Plato’s lifeworld in ways far too convoluted for even Plato to
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understand. The technology of writing was not merely useful to
Plato for broadcasting his critique of writing, but it also had been
responsible for bringing the critique into existence. Although -th.ere
was no way for Plato to be explicitly aware of t.he fact, his philo-
sophically analytic thought, including his analysis of the t_ef_fects of
writing, was possible only because of the effects that writing was
having on mental processes. We know that tota}ly oral peoples,
intelligent and wise though they often are, are incapable of th’e
protracted, intensive linear analysis that we haye fr.om Plato’s
Socrates. Even when he talks, Plato’s Socrates is using thought
forms brought into being by writing. In fact, as Eric Haveloc’k
has beautifully shown in his Preface to Plato (1?63)., Plato’s
entire epistemology was unwittingly a pro;g:rammed rej?cnon of the
archaic preliterate world of thought and discourse. This Yvorld was
oral, mobile, warm, personally interactive (you needed live people
to produce spoken words). It was the wor}d represepted by the
poets, whom Plato would not allow in his Repl.lbhc, because,
although Plato could not formulate it this way, their thought pro-
cesses and modes of expression were disruptive of the cool, analytic
processes generated by writing. .
The Platonic ideas are not oral, not sounded, not. mObﬂ:?, nf)t
warm, not personally interactive. They are sile{xt, immobile, in
themselves devoid of all warmth, impersonal and isolated, pot part
ol the human lifeworld at all but utterly above and beyond 1t: para-
dipmatic abstractions. Plato’s term idea, fosm, :1s in fact v1:sually
bised, coming from the same root as the Latin videre, meaning to
wire, and such English derivatives as vision, visible, or vzdeo: In the
nlder Greek form, a digamma had preceded the iota: vzdefz or
witlea. Platonic form was form conceived of by analogy precisely
with visible form. Despite his touting of /ogos and speech, the
I"litonic ideas in effect modelled intelligence not so much on hear-
iy s on sceing. The visual model favoured clarity, but also shal-
lwnens. ‘I see what you say’ lacks the depth of ‘I hear what you
my  Plato of course was not at all fully aware of the unconscious
Tenses i work in his psyche to produce his literate reactllon, or
myenreaction, to a lingering, and by his time retardant, Qral}t):: BuE
I nuconsciously adjusted to the threat of shallowness in hls_ idea
philo~ophy by giving his thought what is often called a poetic cast
anel iy nvowing that the depths of truth not only escape writing but
sl rven oral articulation.
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III

In downgrading writing, Plato was thinking of writing as an exter-
nal, alien technology, as many people today think of the computer,
Because we have by today so deeply interiorized writing, made it so
much a part of ourselves, as Plato’s age had not yet made it fully a
part of itself, we find it difficult to consider writing to be a tech-
nology as we commonly assume printing and the computer to be,
Yet writing (and especially alphabetic writing) is a technology, call-
ing for the use of tools and other equipment, styli or brushes or
pens, carefully prepared surfaces such as paper, animal skins, strips
of wood, as well as inks or paints, and much more. Writing tech-
nologies have differed in different parts of the world. In their own
indigenous technologies of writing, East Asia—China, Korea, and
Japan—-typically used not pens but brushes, not liquid ink in ink-
horns or inkwells, but ink blocks, on which the wet brush was
rubbed as in making water-colour paintings, in this sense ‘painting’
rather than ‘writing’ (etymologically, ‘scratching’) their texts.

In From Memory to Written Record: England 1066-1307, M. T.
Clanchy (1979) has an entire chapter entitled ‘The Technology of
Writing’. He explains how in the West through the Middle Ages and
earlier almost all those devoted to writing regularly used the services
of a scribe because the physical labour writing involved—scrap-
ing and polishing the animal skin or parchment, whitening it with
chalk, resharpening goose-quill pens with what we still call a pen-
knife, mixing ink, and all the rest—interfered with thought and
composition. Chaucer’s ‘Wordes unto Adam, His Owne Scriveyn’
humorously expressed the author’s resentment at having to ‘rubbe
and scrape’ to correct his scribe Adam’s own carelessness in plying
his craft. Today’s ballpoint pens, not to mention our typewriters
and word processors or the paper we use, are high-technology
products, but we seldom advert to the fact because the technology
is concentrated in the factories that produce such things, rather
than at the point of production of the text itself, where the tech-
nology is concentrated in a manuscript culture.

Although we take writing so much for granted as to forget that it
is a technology, writing is in a way the most drastic of the three
technologies of the word. It initiated what printing and electronics
only continued, the physical reduction of dynamic sound to quiesc-
ent space, the separation of the word from the living present, where
alone real, spoken words exist.
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v

Once reduced to space, words are frozen and in a sense de.ad. Yet
there is a paradox in the fact that the deadness .of the wrfttex} or
printed text, its removai from the living human .hfeworld., its rigid
visual fixity, assures its endurance and its potential for being resur-
rected into limitless living contexts by a limitless number .of hv§ng
readers. The dead, thing-like text has potentials far outdistancing
those of the simply spoken word. The complementary paradox,
however, is that the written text, for all it.s permanence, means
nothing, is not even a text, except in relationship to tl}e spoken
word. For a text to be intelligible, to deliver its message, it m1.1st be
reconverted into sound, directly or indirectly, either really in the
vxternal world or in the auditory imagination. All vgrPal expres-
n1on, whether put into writing, print, or the computer, is ineluctably
bound to sound forever. .
Nevertheless, by contrast with natural, oral speech, writing is
vompletely artificial. There is no way to write ‘naturally’. Oral
rpeech is fully natural to human beings in the sense that every
human being in every culture who is not physiolpglcally. or psycho-
lopacally imipaired learns to talk. Moreover, while t:alk implements
somcious life, its use wells up naturally into consciousness lout of
pucnscious or subconscious depths, though of course with the
socices s well as unconscious co-operation of society. Despite
the dnel that they govern articulation and thought processes them-
aelven, prsar rules or structures normally originate,. live, and
tanction Lae below the level at which articulation functions. You
«an hoow how {o use the grammatical rules or structures and even
fwew to et up new rules or structures that function clearly and
shiecnively without being able to state what they are. Of all the
npulieds of thousands of grammar rules or structures tha'g have
besaiott work o adl the (ens of thousands of languages anq .d1a]ects
nl horasokiwd, onty (he tinjest fraction have ever been articulated
i wl} o
Wiithae o sonpt dilfers as such from speech in that it is flOt
HievHaldy Leanned by all psychologically or physiologically unim-
ptes] peaone even (hiose living in highly literate cultures. More-
sxed e e ol watimg, o seript does not inevitably well up out of
fhe wienti o without the aid of stated rules. The process of put-
Hivi gipabin binpuaage into writing is governed by con.sc101.Jsly con-
Fdved it ubmeod proceduresy for example, a certain pictogram
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will be consciously determined to stand for a certain specified word
or concept, or a will be consciously ruled to represent a certain
phoneme, b another, and so on. (This is not at all to deny that the
writer-reader situation created by writing is deeply involved with
unconscious processes which are at work in composing written texts
once one has learned the explicit, consciously controlled rules for
transposing sound into a visual code.)

To say writing is artificial is not to condemn it but to praise it.
Like other artificial creations and indeed more than any other,
writing is utterly invaluable and indeed essential for the realization
of fuller, interior, human potentials. Technologies are not mere
exterior aids but also interior transformations of consciousness,
and never more than when they affect the word. Such transform-
ations of consciousness can be uplifting, at the same time that they
are in a sense alienating. By distancing thought, alienating it from
its original habitat in sounded words, writing raises consciousness.
Alienation from a natural milieu can be good for us and indeed is in
many ways essential for fuller human life. To live and to understand
fully, we need not only proximity but also distance. This writing
provides for, thereby accelerating the evolution of consciousness as
nothing else before it does.

Technologies are artificial, but—paradox again—artificiality is
natural to human beings. Technology, properly interiorized, does
not degrade human life but on the contrary enhances it. The mod-
ern orchestra, for example, is a result of high technology. A clarinet
is an instrument, which is to say a tool. A piano is an intricate,
hand-powered machine. An organ is a huge machine, with sources
of power—pumps, bellows, electric generators, motors—in motion
before the organ is touched by its operator. Antiquity had no
orchestras such as ours because it was unable to make any kind of
instrument, musical or other, with the precision tooling even of a
clarinet. Its maximum experience of precision was at the level of
a good pair of scissors. Modern precision tooling has its roots in
the late Middle Ages and its first major achievement was printing
from movable alphabetic type.

A modern orchestra is the product of precision-tooled tech-
nology. Beethoven’s scores consist of almost innumerable, precise
directions to highly-trained technicians, specifying exactly how
they are to use their individual tools, Legato: do not take your
finger off one piano key until you have hit the next. Staccato: hit
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the key and take your finger off immediately: And §o on for t.hou—
sands of actions which musicians must practise un'nl mechanically
perfect. To be a first-rate musician, a sine qua non is to be a superb
technician. There is no substitute for mechanical mastery of the
tociz musicologists well know, it is pointle_ss to object to electronic
compositions, as non-musicologists sometimes do., on the grounds
that the sounds come out of a mechanical contrivance. Wpat do
you think the sounds of a piano come out of, not to menthn aI;
organ? Or the sounds of a clarinet or bassoon or even a whistle?
These things are all mechanical contrivax}ces._ The fac;t is that by
using the mechanical contrivance a clarinettist or pianist or att)n
organist can express something pmgnant!y human that r,:annot }i
cxpressed without the mechanical contr'lv.ance. To achle.ve suc
expression effectively, of course, the musician has to have interior-
ized the technology, made the tool or machm§ a second nature, a
psychological part of himself or herself. Art.lmnates nature, Art
fotlows nature, and joins itself to nature. Art is second nature.. But
il is not nature. Natura in Latin, like physis in Greek, means b1rth_.
We are not born with art but add it to ourselves. Mastenr_:g a ‘mu51—
val tool, making it one’s own, calls for years of mef:hamcal prac-
tive’, learning how we can make the tool do }nec.hamcally all that it
van do. Little boys and girls know how boring it can b_e. Yet.suc.h
whaping of the tool to one’s self, learning a technological §k111, is
hurdly dehumanizing. The use of a technolo.gy ca.p f.?nx?{:h t'he
fman psyche, enlarge human spirit, set it free, intensify its interior
. i )
: ! nstance the modern orchestra here to make the point that writ-
iy rvoan even more deeply interiorized technology than t.hfa per-
fimunnee of instrumental music is. To understand what wr}tlng is,
whi homeans to understand it in relation to its past, to orality, one
nd honestly face the fact that it is a technology.

v
Wiilly, in the strict sense of the word, as has alreac_ly beeq seen,
s overy late development in human history. The first scrfpt, or
fin Wy uiim. that we know was developed among the Sumerians in
flezopotiunia only around the year 3500 Bc, less than 6,000 years

dgee e piphabet, which was invented only once, so that every
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zsﬂel:;l:i!)et in the world de.rives di_rectly or indirectly from the original
. itic al?habe_t, came Into existence only around 1500 =c.
o ;;e(e:;:elioarncmnt, archaic. Wri_ting is brand-new. Can one make
neor poo for zg$§ eso;(t) S(;;’bzcltlalc writing earlier than 6,000 years
. p 0 count as ‘writing’ any semioti
xrz:;i;,s :11111?: ;:;i ;::syavxlrsllel;le‘ or sensible mark which an ifndil::g:.:tg
: ning to—a simple scratch on a rock
notch on a stick, for example. If this is what is meant by wri e
;l;zeir;ltn};;zesf writing _is p_erhaps coryparable to the an?:,iquriltt;fnft,’
mean any visible or sensible mark with o et 78 10
al . . _ with an assigned meanin
:/1;:;155;:12}; ?::zg l;lroifglcal( bel;a\t/,iour. When does a footirl;:letrii
t of rine (use m i i
communication) become ‘writing’? Izsinznt)lfmgzgis‘?vii;tiir:? ?1115 tf]?;
iel)lcgtta:};l;: Cs;rtlise ;o u:lcluc?e any semiotic marking trivializes its mean-
o he & a;z:i and unique breakthrough into new kinds of noetic
homanons and new worlds of lfnowledge was achieved within
vised oy it us}:ness not v«.rhen_ simple semiotic marking was de-
that s wpaen wdazl we ordmanl.y.mean by writing was developed,
: writ:er hen 2 got e s'yste:.n of v151b1e.marks was invented whereby
2o seo Ofe ern&me, in effect without limit, the exact words
o, Tren Whmwor s that a reader would generate from a given
have 1o say ineffect . the xact horaespespr 8 0 ST We
. - - - the exact words’ because no form, eve
E:leea Zgih:}a)e;, will always ehmma.te all ambiguities. The ;ota?i;):f
o ‘regzutrlrllfzr’lt may be the imperative (thyming with ‘bead’)
‘head’) and mean lfth(i)sf ;:a?zig thedI.zasl‘; T oy yming with
: r . iti
will reduce ambiguities to a negligeiile mil;tirguiu:gmni those
that occur readily clarifiable. ake those
(])f course, writing is not suddenly ‘invented’ but grows out of
c(:)il;i llltn);Stt):n st'leg?s. Iij.-ntfe it cannot be understood in depth without
e Discu;s : amlilan?y. with tl:le p{imary orality which is its seed-
rest;ict s S(;rll‘s, of writing whfch ignore its roots in orality and
Romen es to alphabetic printed texts from the age of
boamuicis n can groduce f:ffects which are interesting often
they are unavoidably distorted.
Al} wnt.mg systems do not have the same psychic or even neuro-
physu.)log}cal structures or effects. Most studies investigati
psychic, intellectual, and cultural contrasts between ora% a:::g
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writing cultures have looked only to contrasts between orality and
alphabetic writing. The effects of other writing systems have just
begun to be explored. For example, recent research (Tzeng and
Wang 1983) has shown that readers of Chinese script use the right
cerebral hemisphere significantly more than do readers of alpha-
betic script, which is geared more to the analytic left hemisphere.
Such studies need to be developed still more.
Writing, in the ordinary sense of a coded system of visible marks
enabling a writer to determine, in effect without limit, the exact
words and sequence of words that a reader will generate from a
given text, is the most momentous of all human technological in-
ventions. It is not a mere appendage or accessory to oral speech.
Because it moves speech drastically from the oral-aural or voice-
and-ear world to a new sensory world, that of vision, writing trans-
forms speech and thought as well. Notches on sticks and other
aides-mémoire can lead up to writing, but they do not restructure
the human lifeworld as true writing does. And no other writing
system restructures the human lifeworld so drastically as alphabetic
writing. Or so democratically, for the alphabet is relatively easy to
learn. By contrast, Chinese character writing, though more aesthet-
jcally and semantically rich than alphabetic writing can ever hope
to be, is élitist, despite heroic efforts to democratize its use. Its total
mastery demands more time than most people can afford. As is
well known, the People’s Republic of China is undertaking to teach
allits populace Mandarin, the largest of the many Chinese languages
(referred to as ‘dialects’ customarily but misleadingly, for they are
mutually incomprehensible when spoken). If and when everyone
can speak Mandarin, it is quite certain, to my mind, that the alpha-
bet will be introduced—with incalculable losses to literature but
massive operational gains elsewhere.

VI

In treating of the effects of writing one has to guard against reduc-
tionism. All changes in social and noetic structures that can be
identified after writing is introduced are not due simply to writing.
Writing itself has social causes. It grows, for example, first in urban
environments for use in recording ownership and related uses.
‘Throughout its history, writing interacts massively with all sorts
of social structures and practices, so that it by no means follows
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exactly the same development in all cultures (see Graff 1981).
Although certain general cross-cultural patterns are identifiable, in
various transitional cultures there are various kinds of interfaces
between literacy and orality and various kinds and amounts of oral
residue (Goody and Watt 1968, Ong 1982, and the many references
there).

But if there is no warrant for reductionism, there i more than
ample warrant for relationism. Once writing is introduced into a
culture and grows to more than marginal status, it jhteracts with
noetic and social structures and practices often in‘a bewildering
variety of ways, as, for example, Brian Stock has shown in great
detail for parts of Western Europe in the eleventh and twelfth cen-
turies. Sooner or later, and often very quickly, literacy affects mar-
keting and manufacturing, agriculture and stock-raising and the
whole of economic life, political structures and activities, religious
life and thought, family structures, social mobility, modes of trans-
portation (a literate communication system laid the straight Roman
roads and made the ancient Roman Empire, as Innis long ago

pointed out), and so on ad infinitum. Even informal person-to-

person conversations between literates are not structured like those
among persons in a primary oral culture, Simple queries for infor-
mation acquire a new status, for oral cultures typically use words
less for information and more for operational, interpersonal pur-
poses than do chirographic and typographic cultures, Writing is
only one of the various developments making for the transfor-
mation of consciousness and of society, but once writing takes
over, it appears to be the most crucial development of all, Almost
everything in the noetic and sociaj structures of a society where
writing has been widely interiorized relates in one way or another to
writing, although just how a particular phenomenon does so has to
be examined carefully in any given case in any given culture.

VII

One of the most generalizable effects of writing is separation.
Separation is also one of the most telling effects of writing and
hence can serve here to give some final form to this discussion,
Writing is diaeretic. It divides and distances, and it divides and
distances all sorts of things in all sorts of ways. Distancing or
‘distanciation’ is one of the effects of writing commonly discussed
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Interpersonal sound world, oral naming alone cannot achieve the

distancing brought into being by writing, which is a time-obviating

and otherwise radically decontextualizing mechanism.

Enhanced separation of the known from the knower is probably
the most fundamental value of writing, from its beginnings to the
present. .Betwe,en knower and known writing interposes a visible
and tangxble object, the text. The objectivity of the text helps im-
po_se: obJeFtivity on what the text refers to (see Olson). Eventual}
writing will create a state of mind in which knowledge itself can bZ
thf)ught of as an object, distinct from the knower, This state of
mlfld, however, is most fully realized only when print intensifies th
object-like character of the text. )

Howe:ver, whatever its intimate effects on knowledge, the physi-
cal text. is not itself knowledge, for knowledge, verbalize,d or other
can exist only in a knowing subject. In place of knowledge once,
possessed and formulated verbally by a living person, texts substi-
tute coded marks outside any knower which a knc;wing subject
possessed of the code can use to generate knowledge in himself or
herself. Knowledge itself is not object-like: it cannot be transferred
from one person to another physically even in oral communication
face-to-face, or a fortiori in writing. I can only perform actions——,
produce words—which enable you to generate the knowledge in

yourself.' Thf. concept of ‘medium’ or ‘media’ applied to human
communication uses an analogy which is useful but nevertheless so
gross, and so inconspicuously gross, that it regularly falsifies what
human communication is. I myself try to avoid the term now
though I have used it in earlier books and articles. ‘Medium’ applie;
properly 'to manual or machine transferral of pattern, not to human
communication. Since knowledge cannot be physically transferred
verbally from one human person to another but must always be
f:reated by Phe hearer or reader within his or her own consciousness
Interpretation is always in play when one listens or when one reads,
.2. Whereas oral cultures tend to merge interpretation of datz;
with the data themselves, writing separates interpretation from
data. Askf-:d to repeat exactly what they have just said, persons
from a primary oral culture will often given an interprc;tation of
}vhat they .originally said, insisting and clearly believing that the
11.1t.erpretat1on is exactly what they said in the first place (Olson
citing Ruth Finnegan). They have difficulty in grasping what liter:
ates mean by word-for-word repetition. The text provides a new
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scenario. The text is a visual given, a datum, separate from any
utterer or hearer or reader. What one says (or writes) about the text
is something else, distinct from the text-object and what it as such
represents. This is not to deny that any understanding of a text
always involves interpretation: for what the object-like text rep-
resents is not an object, but words. It is simply to state that the
status of interpretation becomes different with writing.

3. Writing distances the word from sound, reducing oral-aural
evanescence to the seeming quiescence of visual space. But this
distancing is not total or permanent, for every reading of a text
consists of restoring it, directly or indirectly, to sound, vocally or in
the imagination.

4, Whereas in oral communication the source (speaker) and the
recipient (hearer) are necessarily present to one another, writing
distances the source of the communication (the writer) from the
recipient (the reader), both in time and in space..It is as easy to read
a book by a person long dead or by a person thousands of miles
away as it is to read one by a friend sitting at your elbow. Oral com-
munication provides no comparable condition until the invention
of sound recordings, which, however, depend on writing for their
existence and, despite their aura of immediacy, distance speaker
and hearer even more than writing does, interposing between the
two mechanisms far more complicated than those of writing and
print, and abolishing all direct relationship to lived time.

5. Writing distances the word from the plenum of existence. In
their original, spoken condition, words are always part of a context
that is predominantly non-verbal, a modification of a field of per-
sonal relationships and object-relationships. The immediate context

of spoken words is never simply other words. The immediate con-
text of textualized words is simply other words. :

6. By distancing the word from the plenum of existence, from a
holistic context made up mostly of non-verbal elements, writing
enforces verbal precision of a sort unavailable in oral cultures. .
Context always controls the meaning of a word. In oral utterance,
the context always includes much more than words, so that less of
the total, precise meaning conveyed by words need rest in the words
themselves. Thus in a primary oral culture, where all verbalization
is oral, utterances are always given their greater precision by
nonverbal elements, which form the infrastructure of the oral
utterance, giving it its fuller, situational meaning. Not so much




