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FOREWORD

I wish I could put in your hands the first page of the interconnected
digital book suggested on the cover. This new page relates to those
from which it issues forth. How the relation between them is shaped
deserves more than a fleeting thought or a speculative remark. Let us
imagine that this new digital book already exists. It will not only be a
window to the author’s mind, as are the books we know, but also to
that of the readers.

The networked digital book has to be understood as a dynamic
mapping of human interactions. It transcends the separation between
writer and reader. Try to recall the bright images of cities we see at
night from an airplane. They seem to come and go. On the ever-
changing cognitive map of humankind, digital books are like such
settlements, but of minds. Embodying centers of reciprocal interest,
they serve as multimedia conduits for interactions facilitated by vir-
tual reality interfaces. They are the journey, not the vehicle.

No other time than ours has had more of the future in it—and
less of the past. The civilization we are entering is no promised land.
It is a realm of challenge, with hurdles to overcome and frustrations
to live with. Don’t confuse it with the latest in techno-gewgaws and
acronym babble. Or with the obsession for instant gratification by
which we seem to live more and more.

Pioneers, inventors, entrepreneurs, even the politicians of the so-
called Third Wave, forge ahead impatiently. Their optimism, as real
or fake as it might be, is difficult to contain. The young take the lead,
as they break free of an education that contributed the least to their
innovative zest. Others hesitate. The literate heritage might not be
perfect, but it protects from the often disquieting changes that we
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all—enthusiasts, pessimists, and critics—experience. In the palace of
printed books, we were promised not only eternal truth and beauty,
but also prosperity. Well, prosperity is here, even if not equally dis-
tributed, but truth and beauty are increasingly elusive.

Nations, having vested interests in the dominion of literacy, trans-
formed it into a political slogan. Guardians of written laws, politi-
cians, and the media—established as an effective power based on its
own justification—defend literacy also. They are dedicated to its
domination over alternative means of human expression and com-
munication, even when they use such alternative means for their own
benefit. We are experiencing the conflict between forces correspond-
ing to a literate structure of human activity and the emerging post-
literate structure. One of the results of the conflict is that the visual
has already surpassed the written, though not always for the better.

Disenfranchised of permanence, many people become nostalgic
for a past that exists only in their imaginations. They experience,
painfully, a lost sense of continuity. Downsizing might cut the liter-
ate overhead of economic activity. [t might increase efficiency. But it
does not add to anyone’s sense of security, even if those downsized
understand why it takes place.

Those apprehensive of the change, or not prepared for it, are
ready to take a turn onto Prozac Avenue. Synthetic maintenance of
psychic balance is as justified as voyages in space or the mobotic per-
formance of heart or brain surgery. Discoveries and inventions,
sometimes contradicting our sense of history, and even of fairness,
become not only the headline of the day, but also part of our daily
routine. Publishing on the World Wide Web is an alternative to the
mass media. Nevertheless, surfing the Internet or indulging in the
current orgy of images can relatively soon become boring, if no
meaningful goal animates the action.

The cutting-edge language and look of Wire/—the magazine of
the Netizens—and that of the fast growing number of Web publica-
tions, are a radical departure from the literate discourse of yester-
year. It might be that their provocative “language” is more appropri-
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ate to the subject of a new civilization than the elaborate prose in
which this book is written. Regardless, this is not another product of
the cottage industry of predictions, as we know them from the rep-
utable Naisbitt, Gilder, and Tofflers. A little knowledge is danger-
ous—today more than ever before! Not the highs of or the obsession
with the stock market are of concern here, but rather an intellectual
passion hopefully not unlike that embodied in the forces of our time.

Science and technology are themes of this intellectual expedition.
But the subject is the ever-changing human being. To explain with-
out explaining away the complexity of this juncture is more impor-
tant to me than riding the coattails of today’s sound-bite stars. Solid
arguments, which suggest possibilities fundamentally different from
what quite a few are willing to accept—or even entertain—make for
a more deeply founded optimism.

This is a time of conflict, manifested in many instabilities. It is
also a time of opportunities. Those not able or willing to recognize
them might slow the dynamics, but will not stop the process of
change. This applies to the USA and Canada, as it applies to the rest
of the world—the advanced countries of Western Europe, Australia,
and New Zealand; or the countries of Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe,
and Latin America. A perspective fundamentally different from that
of the Machine Age cannot emerge within the structures embodying
their assumptions.

No nation, and no individual, has enough resources to afford a
wait-and-see posture. The experience of the computer is telling: The
next chip will be faster, cheaper, and will incorporate more process-
ing possibilities. Those who postpone using the computer of today
are missing not only a cycle of learning, but also everything that the
current chip is making possible. We can never make up for lost time.
This applies to the destruction of the Amazon Rain Forest as it
applies, probably in a more critical way, to facilitating means of
access to cognition, and to effective human interaction in the global
world.
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I hope you understand that behind the euphemism of this book’s
title lie the many languages and means of expression and communi-
cation that I should have used myself, and not only written about. If
you get lost along the intellectual journey to which this book invites,
it is my fault. If you agree with the argument only because it tired
you, or because of my enthusiasm, it will be my loss. But if you can
argue with me, and if your argument is free of prejudice, we can
continue the journey together.

Try to reach me—as my thoughts try to reach you through this
book. Unfortunately, I am not yet able to hand you that digital book
that would directly connect us. Short of this, here is an address you
can use:

nadin@code.uni-wuppertal.de
Let’s keep on touch!

Mihai Nadin
Little Compton, USA
Wuppertal, Germany
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LITERACY IN A CHANGING WORLD

THINKING ABOUT ALTERNATIVES

Preoccupation with language 1s, in fact, preoccupation with ourselves
as individuals and as a species. While many concerns, such as terror-
1sm, AIDS, poverty, racism, and massive migration of populations,
haunt us as we hurry to achieve our portion of well-being, one at
least seems easier to allay: illiteracy. This book proclaims the end of
literacy, as it also accounts for the incredible forces at work in our
restlessly shifting world. The end of literacy—a chasm between a
not-so-distant yesterday and the exciting, though confusing, tomor-
row—is probably more difficult to understand than to live with.
Reluctance to acknowledge change only makes things worse. We
notice that literate language use does not work as we assume or were
told it should, and wonder what can be done to make things fit our
expectations. Parents hope that better schools with better teachers
will remedy the situation. Teachers expect more from the family and
suggest that society should invest more in order to maintain literacy
skills. Professors groan under the prospect of ill-prepared students
entering college. Publishers redefine their strategies as new forms of
expression and communication vie for public attention and dollars.
Lawyers, journalists, the military, and politicians worry about the
role and functions of language in society. Probably most concerned
with their own roles in the social structure and with the legitimacy of
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their institutions, they would preserve those structures of human
activity that justify literacy and thus their own positions of power
and influence. The few who believe that literacy comprises not only
skills, but also ideals and values, say that the destiny of our civiliza-
tion 1s at stake, and that the decline in literacy has dreadful implica-
tions. Opportunity is not part of the discourse or argument.

The major accomplishment of analyzing illiteracy so far has been
the listing of symptoms: the decrease in functional literacy; a general
degradation of writing skills and reading comprehension; an alarm-
ing increase of packaged language (clichés used in speeches, canned
messages); and a general tendency to substitute visual media (espe-
cially television and video) for written language. Parallel to scholar-
ship on the subject, a massive but unfocused public opinion campaign
has resulted in all kinds of literacy enterprises. Frequently using
stereotypes that in themselves affect language quality, such enterpris-
es plead for teaching adults who cannot read or write, for improving
language study in all grades, and for raising public awareness of illit-
eracy and its various implications. Still, we do not really understand
the necessary character of the decline of literacy. Historic and sys-
tematic aspects of functional illiteracy, as well as language degrada-
tion, are minimally addressed. They are phenomena that affect not
only the United States. Countries with a long cultural tradition, and
which make the preservation and literate use of language a public
institution, experience them as well.

My interest in the subject of illiteracy was triggered by two fac-
tors: the personal experience of being uprooted from an East Euro-
pean culture that stubbornly defended and maintained rigid struc-
tures of literacy; and involvement in what are commonly described
as new technologies. I ended up in the USA, a land of unstructured
and flawed literacy, but also one of amazing dynamics. Here I joined
those who experienced the consequences of the low quality of edu-
cation, as well as the opening of new opportunities. The majority of
these are disconnected from what is going on in schools and universi-
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ties. This is how and why [ started thinking, like many others, about
alternatives.

My Mayflower (if I may use the analogy to the Pilgrims) brought
me to individuals who do many things—shop, work, play or watch
sports, travel, go to church, even love—with an acute sense of imme-
diacy. Worshippers of the instant, my new compatriots served as a
contrast to those who, on the European continent I came from, con-
scientiously strive for permanency—of family, work, values, tools,
homes, appliances, cars, buildings. In contrast, the USA 1s a place
where everything is the present, the coming moment. Not only televi-
sion programs and advertisements made me aware of this fact. Books
are as permanent as their survival on bestseller lists. The market, with
its increasingly breathtaking fluctuations, might today celebrate a
company that tomorrow disappears for good. Commencement cere-
monies, family life, business commitments, religious practice, suc-
ceeding fashions, songs, presidents, denture creams, car models,
movies, and practically everything else embody the same obsession.
Language and literacy could not escape this obsession with change.
Because of my work as a university professor, I was in the trenches
where battles of literacy are fought. That is where I came to realize
that a better curriculum, multicultural or not, or better paid teachers,
or cheaper and better books could make a difference, but would not
change the outcome.

The decline of literacy is an encompassing phenomenon impossi-
ble to reduce to the state of education, to a nation’s economic rank,
to the status of social, ethnic, religious, or racial groups, to a political
system, or to cultural history. There was life before literacy and there
will be life after it. In fact, it has already begun. Let us not forget that
literacy 1s a relatively late acquisition in human culture. The time
preceding writing is 99% of the entire story of the human being. My
position in the discussion is one of questioning historic continuity as
a premise for literacy. If we can understand what the end of literacy
as we know it means in practical terms, we will avoid further lamen-
tation and initiate a course of action from which all can benefit.
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Moreover, if we can get an idea of what to expect beyond the safe
haven now fading on the horizon, then we will be able to come up
with improved, more effective models of education. At the same
time, we will comprehend what individuals need in order to success-
fully ascertain their manifold nature. Improved human interaction,
for which new technologies are plentifully available, should be the
concrete result of this understanding of the end of the civilization
of literacy.

The first irony of any publication on illiteracy is that it is inacces-
sible to those who are the very subject of the concern of literacy par-
tisans. Indeed, the majority of the millions active on the Internet
read at most a 3-sentence short paragraph. The attention span of stu-
dents in high school and universities is not much shorter than that of
their instructors: one typed page. Legislators, no less than bureau-
crats, thrive on executive summaries. A 30-second TV spot is many
times more influential than a 4-column in-depth article. But those
who give life and dynamics to reality use means other than those
whose continued predominance this book questions.

The second irony is that this book also presents arguments which
are, in their logical sequence, dependent on the conventions of read-
ing and writing. As a medium for constituting and interpreting histo-
ry, writing definitely influences how we think and what we think
about. I wondered how my arguments would hold up in an interac-
tive, non-linear medium of communication, in which we can ques-
tion each other, and which also makes authorship, if not irrelevant,
the last thing someone would worry about. Since I have used lan-
guage to think through this book, I know that it would make less
sense in a different medium.

This leads me to state from the outset—almost as self-encourage-
ment—that literacy, whose end I discuss, will not disappear. For
some, Literacy Studies will become a new specialty, as Sanskrit or
Ancient Greek has become for a handful of experts. For others, it
will become a skill, as it is already for editors, proofreaders, and pro-
fessional writers. For the majority, it will continue in /iteracies that
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facilitate the use and integration of new media and new forms of
communication and interpretation. The utopian in me says that we
will find ways to reinvent literacy, if not save it. It has played a major
role in leading to the new civilization we are entering. The realist
acknowledges that new times and challenges require new means to
cope with their complexity. Reluctance to acknowledge change does
not prevent it from coming about. It only prevents us from making
the best of it.

Probably my active practice of literacy has been matched by all
those means, computer-based or not, for coping with complexity, to
whose design and realization I contributed. This book is not an exer-
cise in prophesying a brave new world of people happy to know less
but all that they have to know when they need to. Neither is it about
individuals who are superficial but who adapt more easily to change,
mediocre but extremely competitive. Its subject is language and
everything pertaining to it: family and sexuality, politics, the market,
what and how we eat, how we dress, the wars we fight, love, sports,
and more. It is a book about ourselves who give life to words whenev-
er we speak, write, or read. We give life to images, sounds, textures, to
multimedia and virtual reality involving ourselves in new interac-
tions. Transcending boundaries of literacy in practical experiences
for which literacy is no longer appropriate means, ultimately, to grow
into a new civilization.

PROGRESSING TOWARDS ILLITERACY?

Here is as good a place as any to explain my perspective. Language
involves human beings in all their aspects: biology, sense of space
and time, cognitive and manual skills, emotional resources, sensitivi-
ty, tendency to social interaction and political organization. But what
best defines our relation to language is the pragmatics of our exis-
tence. Our continuous self-constitution through what we do, why we
do, and how we do all we actually do—in short, human pragmatics—
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involves language, but is not reducible to it. The pragmatic perspec-
tive | assume originated with Charles Sanders Peirce. When I began
teaching in the USA, my American colleagues and students did not
know who he was. The semiotic implications of this text relate to his
work. Questioning how knowledge is shared, Peirce noticed that,
without talking about the bearers of our knowledge—all the sign
carriers we constitute—we would not be able to figure out how
results of our inquiries are integrated in our deeds, actions, and theo-
ries.

Language and the formation and expression of ideas is unique to
humans in that they define a part of the cognitive dimension of our
pragmatic. We seem endowed with language, as we are with hearing,
sight, touch, smell, and taste. But behind the appearance is a process
through which human self-constitution led to the possibility and
necessity of language, as it led to the humanization of our senses.
Furthermore, it led to the means by which we constitute ourselves as
literate as the pragmatics of our existence requires under ever-
changing circumstances. The appearance is that literacy is a useful
tool, when in fact it results in the pragmatic context. We can use a
hammer or a computer, but we a7e our language. The experience of
language extends to the experience of the logic it embodies, as well
as to that of the institutions that language and literacy made possible.
These, in turn, influence what we are and how we think, what we do
and why we do. So does every tool, appliance, and machine we use,
and so do all the people with whom we interact. Our interactions
with people, with nature, or with artifacts we ourselves generated
further affect the pragmatic self-constitution of our identity.

The literate experience of language enhanced our cognitive capa-
bilities. Consequently, literacy became larger than life. Much is cov-
ered by the practice of literacy: tradition, culture, thoughts and feel-
ings, human expression through literature, the constitution of politi-
cal, scientific, and artistic programs, ethics, the practical experience
of law. In this book, I use a broad definition of literacy that reflects
the many facets it has acquired over time. Those readers who think I
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stretch the term /iteracy too far should keep in mind all that literacy
comprises in our culture. In contrast, illiteracy, no matter what its
cause or what other attributes an individual labeled i//izerate has, 1s
seen as something harmful and shameful, to be avoided at any price.
Without an understanding that encompasses our values and ways of
thinking, we cannot perceive how a civilization can progress to illitera-
cy. Many people are willing to be part of post-literate society, but by
no means are they willing to be labeled members of a civilization
qualified as illiterate.

By cwvilization of illiteracy I mean one in which literate characteris-
tics no longer constitute the underlying structure of effective practi-
cal experiences. Furthermore, I mean a civilization in which no one
literacy dominates, as it did until around the turn of the century, and
still does. This domination takes place through imposition of its
rules, which prevent practical experiences of human self-constitu-
tion in domains where literacy has exhausted its potential or is impo-
tent. In describing the post-literate, I know that any metaphor will do
as long as it does not call undue attention to itself. What counts is not
the provocativeness but that we lift our gaze, determined to see, not
just to look for the comforting familiar.

This civilization of illiteracy is one of many literacies, each with
its own characteristics and rules of functioning. Some of such partial
literacies are based on configurational modes of expression, as in the
written languages of Japan, China, or Korea; on visual forms of com-
munication; or on synesthetic communication involving a combina-
tion of our senses. Some are numerical and rely on a different nota-
tion system than that of literacy. The civilization of 1lliteracy com-
prises experiences of thinking and working above and beyond lan-
guage, as mathematicians from different countries communicating
perfectly through mathematical formulae demonstrate. Or as we
experience in activities where the visual, digitally processed, sup-
ports a human pragmatics of increased efficiency. Even in its primi-
tive, but extremely dynamic, deployment, the Internet embodies the
directions and possibilities of such a civilization. This brings us back
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to literacy’s reason for being: pragmatics expressed in methods for
increasing efficiency, of ensuring a desired outcome, be this in regard
to a list of merchandise, a deed, instructions on how to make some-
thing or to carry out an act, a description of a place, poetry and
drama, philosophy, the recording and dissemination of history and
abstract ideas, mythology, stories and novels, laws, and customs. Some
of these products of literacy are simply no longer necessary. That
new methods and technologies of a digital nature effectively consti-
tute an alternative to literacy cannot be overemphasized.

[ started this book convinced that the price we pay for the human
tendency to efficiency—that is, our striving for more and more at an
ever cheaper price—is literacy and the values connected to it as rep-
resented by tradition, books, art, family, philosophy, ethics, among
many others. We are confronted with the increased speed and shorter
durations of human interactions. A growing number and a variety of
mediating elements in human praxis challenge our understanding of
what we do. Fragmentation and interconnectedness of the world, the
new technology of synchronization, the dynamics of life forms or of
artificial constructs elude the domain of literacy as they constitute a
new pragmatic framework. This becomes apparent when we compare
the fundamental characteristics of language to the characteristics of
the many new sign systems complementing or replacing it. Language
is sequential, centralized, linear, and corresponds to the stage of lin-
ear growth of humankind. Matched by the linear increase of the
means of subsistence and production required for the survival and
development of the species, this stage reached its implicit potential.
The new stage corresponds to distributed, non-sequential forms of
human activity, nonlinear dependencies. Reflecting the exponential
growth of humankind (population, expectations, needs, and desires),
this new stage is one of alternative resources, mainly cognitive in
nature, compensating for what was perceived as limited natural
means for supporting humankind. It is a system of a different scale,
suggestively represented by our concerns with globality and higher
levels of complexity. Therefore, humans can no longer develop with-
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in the limitations of an intrinsically centralized, linear, hierarchic,
proportional model of contingencies that connect existence to pro-
duction and consumption, and to the life-support system. Alterna-
tives that affect the nature of life, work, and social interaction
emerge through practical experiences of a fundamentally new con-
dition.

Literacy and the means of human self-constitution based on it
reached their full potential decades ago. The new means, which are
not as universal (i.e., as encompassing) as language, open possibilities
for exponential growth, resulting from their connectivity and
improved involvement of cognitive resources. As long as the world
was composed of small units (tribes, communities, cities, counties),
language, despite differences in structure and use, occupied a central
place. It had a unifying character and exercised a homogenizing func-
tion within each viable political unit. The world has entered the
phase of global interdependencies. Many Jocal languages and their
literacies of relative, restricted significance emerge as instruments of
optimization. What takes precedence today is interconnectivity at
many levels, a function for which literacy is ill prepared. Citizens
become Netizens, an identity that relates them to the entire world, not
only to where they happen to live and work.

The encompassing system of culture broke into subsystems, not
just into the “two cultures” of science and literacy that C. P. Snow
discussed in 1959, hoping idealistically that a third culture could
unite and harmonize them. Market mechanisms, representative of
the competitive nature of human beings, are in the process of eman-
cipating themselves from literacy. Where literate norms and regula-
tions still in place prevent this emancipation—as is the case with gov-
ernment activity and bureaucracies, the military, and legal institu-
tions—the price is expressed in lower efficiency and painful stagna-
tion. Some European countries, more productive in impeding the
work of the forces of renewal, pay dearly for their inability to under-
stand the need for structural changes. United or not in a Europe of
broader market opportunities, member countries will have to free

Literacy in a Changing World II



themselves from the rigid constraints of a pragmatic framework that
no longer supports their viability. Conflicts are not solved; solutions
are a long time in coming.

One more remark before ending this introduction. It seems that
those who run the scholarly publishing industry are unable to accept
that someone can have an idea that does not originate from a quota-
tion. In keeping with literacy’s reliance on authority, I have acknowl-
edged in the references the works that have some bearing on the
ideas presented in this book. Few, very few indeed, are mentioned in
the body of the text. The line of argument deserves priority over the
stereotypes of referencing. This does not prevent me from acknowl-
edging here, in addition to Leibniz and Peirce, the influence of
thinkers and writers such as Roberto Maturana, Terry Winograd,
George Lakoff, Lotfi Zadeh, Hans Magnus Enzensberger, George
Steiner, Marshall McLuhan, Ivan Illich, Yuri M. Lotman, and even
Baudrillard, the essayist of the post-industrial. If I misunderstood
any of them, it is not because I do not respect their contributions.
Seduced by my own interest and line of reasoning, I integrated what
I thought could become solid bricks into a building of arguments
which was to be mine. I am willing to take blame for its design and
construction, remaining thankful to all those whose fingerprints are,
probably, still evident on some of the bricks I used.

In the 14 years that have gone by since I started thinking and writ-
ing about the civilization of illiteracy, many of the directions I
brought into discussion are making it into the public domain. But |
should be the last to be surprised or unhappy that reality changed
before I was able to finish this book, and before publishers could
make up their minds about printing it. The Internet was not yet dri-
ving the stock market, neither had the writers of future shock had
published their books churning prophecies, nor had companies made
fortunes in multimedia when the ideas that go into this book were
discussed with students, presented in public lectures, outlined to pol-
icy-makers (including administrators in higher education), and print-
ed in scholarly journals. On starting this book, I wanted it to be not
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only a presentation of events and trends, but a program for practical
action. This 1s why, after examination of what could be called the
theoretical aspects, the focus shifts to the applied. The book ends
with suggestions for practical measures to be considered as alterna-
tives to the beaten path of the bandage method that only puts off
radical treatment, even when its inevitability is acknowledged. Yes, |
like to see my ideas tested and applied, even taken over and devel-
oped further (credit given or not!). I would rather put up with a nega-
tive outcome in discussions following publication of this book, than
have 1t go unnoticed.
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CHAPTER I: THE CHASM BETWEEN YESTERDAY
AND TOMORROW

CONTRASTING CHARACTERS

The information produced in our time, in one day, exceeds that of
the last 300 years. What this means can be more easily understood by
giving some life to this dry evaluation originating from people in the
business of quantifying data processing.

Zizi, the hairdresser, and her companions exemplify today’s liter-
ate population. Portrayed by Hans Magnus Enzensberger, she is con-
trasted to Pascal, who at the age of sixteen had already published his
work on conic sections, to Hugo Grotius, who graduated from college
at fifteen, and to Melanchthon, who at the age of twelve was a stu-
dent at the once famous Heidelberg University. Zizi knows how to
get around. She is like a living address on the Internet at its current
stage of development: more links than content, perennially under
construction. She continuously starts on new avenues, never pursu-
ing any to the end. Her well-being is supported by public money as
she lives oft all the social benefits society affords. Zizi’s conversations
are about her taxes, and characters she reads about in magazines, sees
on television, or meets on vacation. As superficial as such conversa-
tions can be, they are full of catch phrases associated or not with the
celebrations of the day. Her boyfriend, 34-year-old Bruno G., gradu-
ated with a degree in political economy, drives a taxi cab, and still
wonders what he wants to do in life. He knows the name of every
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soccer team that has won the championship since 1936; he knows by
heart the names of the players, which coach was fired when, and
every game score.

Melanchthon studied reading, writing, Latin, Greek, and theology.
He knew by heart many fragments from the classical writers and
from the Bible. The world he lived in was small. To explain its work-
ings, one did not need to master mathematics or physics, but philoso-
phy. Since Melanchthon can no longer be subjected to multiple
choice or to 1Q tests, we will never know if he could make it into col-
lege today. The question posed about all the characters introduced 1s
a simple one: Who is more ignorant, Melanchthon or Zizi?

Enzensberger’s examples are from Germany, but the phenomena
he brings to his readers’ attention transcend national boundaries. He
himself—writer, poet, publisher—is far from being an Internet buff,
although he might be as informed about it as his characters are. As
opposed to many other writers on literacy and education,
Enzensberger confirms that the efficiency reached in the civilization
of illiteracy (he does not call it that) makes it possible to extend ado-
lescence well into what used to be the more productive time in the
life of past generations. Everyone goes to college—in some countries
college education is a right. This means that over half of the young
people enter some form of higher education. After graduating, they
find out that they still don’t know what they want. Or, worse yet, that
what they know, or are certified as knowing, is of no consequence to
what they are expected to do. They will live, like Zizi, from social
benefits and will get extremely angry at anyone questioning society’s
ability to provide them. For them, efficiency of human practical
experiences translate into the right to not worry whether they will
ever contribute to this efficiency. While stll students, they demand,
and probably rightly so, that everything be to the point. The problem
1s that neither they nor their teachers can define what that means.
What students get are more choices among less significant subjects.
That, at least, is how it looks. They probably never finish a book from
cover to cover. Assignments are given to them in small portions, and
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usually with photocopied pages, which they are expected to read. A
question-and-answer sheet is conveniently attached, with the hope
that the students will read the pages to find the answers, and not copy
them from more dedicated classmates.

That Zizi probably has a vocabulary as rich as that of a 16th-cen-
tury scholar in the humanities can be assumed. That she likely uses
fewer than 1,000 of these words only says that this is how much she
needs in order to function efficiently. Melanchthon used almost all
the words he knew. His work required mastery of literacy so that he
could express every new idea prompted by the few new practical
experiences of human self-constitution he was involved in or aware
of. He spoke and wrote in three languages, two of which are used
today only in the specialties they are part of. Two or three sentences
from a tourist guidebook or from a tape is all Zizi needs for her next
vacation in Greece or Italy. For her, travel is a practical experience as
vital as any other. She knows the names of rock groups, and lip-syncs
the songs that express her concerns: sex, drugs, loneliness. Her mem-
ory of any stage performance or movie surpasses that of Melanch-
thon, who probably knew by heart the entire liturgy of the Catholic
Church. Like everyone else constituting their identities in the civi-
lization of illiteracy, Zizi knows what it takes to minimize her tax
burden and how to use coupons. The rhythm of her existence 1s
defined more by commercial than natural cycles. And she keeps
refreshing her base of practical information. Living in a time of
change, this is her chance to beat #he system and all the literate norms
and constraints it imposes on her.

Melanchthon, despite his literacy, would have been lost between
two consecutive tax laws of our time, and even more between con-
secutive changes in fashion or music trends, or between consecutive
versions of computer software, not to say chips. He belonged to a
system appropriate to a stable world of relatively unchanging expec-
tations. What he studied would last him a lifetime. Zizi and Bruno, as
well as their friend Helga—the 7hird in Enzensberger’s text—Tlive in a
world of unsettled, heterogeneous information, based on ad hoc
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methods delivered by magazines, or through the Internet, that one
has only to scan or surf in order to find useful data.

At this juncture, readers familiar with the World Wide Web,
whether passionate about it or strongly against it, understand why I
describe Zizi as a living Internet address. To derive some meaning
from this description, and especially to avoid the appearance of
drawing a caricature of the Internet, we need to focus on the prag-
matic context in which Zizi constitutes herself and in which the
Internet is constituted as a global experience. The picture one gets
from contrasting the famous Melanchthon to Zizi the hairdresser is
not exactly fair, as it would be unfair to contrast the Library of
Alexandria to the Internet. On the one hand, we have a tremendous
collection representative of human knowledge (and the illusion of
knowledge). On the other we have the embodiment of extremely
effective methods for acquiring, testing, using, and discarding infor-
mation required by human pragmatics. The world in which
Melanchthon worked was limited to Central Europe and Rome.
News circulated mainly by word-of-mouth. Melanchthon, like
everyone who was raised with and worked amid books, was subjected
to less information than we are today. He did not need an Intel inside
computer or search engine to find what he wanted. He would not
understand how anyone could replace the need for and pleasure of
browsing by a machine called Browser. His was a world of associa-
tions, not matches, no matter how successful. Human minds, not
machines, made up his cognitive world.

Literacy opened access to knowledge as long as this knowledge
was compatible with the pragmatic structures it embodied and sup-
ported. The ozone hole of over-information broke the protective bub-
ble of literacy. In the new pragmatic context, the human being,
thirsty for data, seems at the mercy of the informational environ-
ment that shapes work, entertainment, life—in short, everything.
Access to study was far from being equal, or even close to some
standard of fairness, in Melanchthon’s time of obsession with excel-
lence. Information itself was very expensive. In order to become a
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hairdresser—were it possible and necessary 500 years ago—Zizi, as
well as the millions who attend career training schools, would have
had to pay much more for her training than she did in our age of
unlimited equal access to mediocrity. Knowledge was acquired
through channels as diverse as family, schools, churches, and dissemi-
nated in very few books, or orally, or through imitation.

Individuals in Melanchthon’s time formed a set of expectations
and pursued goals that changed minimally over their lifetime, since
the pragmatic context remained the same. This ended with the
dynamic practical experiences of self-constitution that led to the
pragmatic context of our day. Ended also are the variety of forms of
human cooperation and solidarity—as imperfect as they were—
characteristic of a scale in which survival of the individual was
essential for the survival and well-being of the community. They are
replaced by a generalized sense of competition. Not infrequently,
this takes the form of adversity, socially acceptable when performed
by literate lawyers, for instance, yet undesirable when performed by
illiterate terrorists.

More suggestive than precise, this description, in which Zizi and
Melanchthon play the leading characters, exemplifies the chasm
between yesterday and today. A further examination of what is going
on in our world allows the observation that literate language no
longer exclusively, or even dominantly, affects and regulates day-to-
day activities. A great amount of language used in the daily routine
of people living in economically advanced countries was simply
wiped out or absorbed in machine transactions. Digital networks,
connecting production lines, distribution channels, and points of sale
spectacularly augment the volume and variety of such transactions.
Practical experiences of shopping, transportation, banking, and stock
market transactions require literacy less and less. Automation ratio-
nalized away the literate component of many activities. All over the
world, regardless of the economic or technological level reached,
communication-specific endeavors, such as advertisement, political
campaigns, various forms of ceremonial (religious, military, athletic),

Chapter 1: The Chasm Berween Yesterday and Tomorrow 21



make crystal clear that literate language use is subordinated to the
function or purpose pursued.

The developments under scrutiny affect surviving pre-literate
societies—the nomadic, animistic population of Sudan, the tribes of
the Brazilian Amazon forests, remote populations of Africa, Asia,
Australia—as they affect the literate and post-literate. Without going
into the details of the process, we should be aware that commodities
coming from such societies, including the commodity of labor, no
less than their needs and expectations, are traded on the global mar-
ket. In the African Sahara, TV is watched—sets connected to car bat-
teries—as much as in the high mountains of Peru populated by illit-
erate Incas. As virtual points of sale, the lands with pre-literate soci-
eties are traded in the futures markets as possible tourist resorts, or as
a source of cheap labor. Experiences of practical self-constitution as
nomadic, animistic, and tribal are no longer confined to the small
scale of the respective community. In the effective world of a global
pragmatics of high efficiency, their hunger and misery shows up in
ledgers as potential aid and cooperation programs. Don’t read here
only greed and cynicism, rather the expression of reciprocal depen-
dencies. AIDS on the African sub-continent and the Ebola epidemics
only capture the image of shared dangers. Across the Atlantic Ocean,
the plants of the disappearing Amazon rain forest, studied for their
healing potential, capture an image of opportunity. In such situations
and locations, the pragmatics of literacy and illiteracy meet and
interact.

CHOOSE A LETTER AND CLICK

Images substitute text; sounds add rhythm or nuance; visual repre-
sentations other than written words become dominant; animation
introduces dynamics where written words could only suggest it. In
technologically advanced societies, interactive multimedia (or hyper-
media) combine visual, aural, dynamic, and structural representa-
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tions. Environments for personal exploration, organization, and
manipulation of information proliferate in CD-ROM formats, inter-
active games, and tutorial networks. High fidelity sound, rich video
resources, computer graphics, and a variety of devices for individual-
ized human interaction provide the technological basis for what
emerges as a ubiquitous computing environment.

The entire process can be provisionally summarized as follows:
Human cooperation and interaction corresponding to the complexity
of the undertakings of our age is defined by expectations of high
efficiency. Relatively stable and well structured literate communica-
tion among the people involved is less efficient than rather fast and
fragmentary contact through means other than those facilitated by, or
based on, literacy. Stereotyped, highly repetitive or well defined
unique tasks, and the literate language associated with them, have
been transferred to machines. Unique tasks require strategies of spe-
cialization. The smaller the task assigned to each participant, the
more effective the ways to carry it out at the expense of variety of
forms and extent of direct human interaction, as well as at the
expense of literacy-based interactions. Accordingly, human self-con-
stitution today involves means of expression and communication no
longer based on or reducible to literacy. Characteristics immanent in
literacy affect cognitive processes, forms of human interaction, and
the nature of productive effort to a lesser extent. Nevertheless, the
reshaping of human pragmatics does not take place by general agree-
ment or without conflict, as will be pointed out more than once.

While some fail to notice the decreased role of literacy and the
deterioration of language in our life today, others surrender to illit-
eracy without even being aware of their surrender. We live in a world
in which many people—especially those with more than undergrad-
uate college education—complain about the low level of literacy
while they simultaneously acquiesce to methods and necessities that
make literacy less and less significant. Furthermore, when invoking
literacy, people maintain a nostalgia for something that has already
ceased to affect their lives. Their thinking, feeling, interpersonal rela-
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tions, and expectations regarding family, religion, ethics, morals, art,
dining, cultural and leisure activities already reflect the new illiterate
condition. It is not a matter of personal choice, but a necessary devel-
opment. The low level of literacy of those who receive an education
from which society used to expect literate adults to graduate worries
politicians, educators, and literacy professionals (writers, publishers,
booksellers). They fear, probably for the wrong reasons, that people
cannot live and prosper without knowing how to write or read at high
levels of competence. What actually worries them is not that people
write less well, or less correctly, or read less (some if at all), but that
some succeed despite the odds. Self-styled champions of literacy,
instead of focusing on change, spend money, energy, and intelli-
gence, not in exploring how to optimally benefit from change, but on
how to stop an inexorable process.

The state of affairs characteristic of the civilization of illiteracy
did not come about overnight. Norbert Wiener’s prophetic warning
that we will become slaves of intelligent contraptions that take over
intellectual faculties deserves more than a parenthetic reminder.
Some commentators point to the disruption of the sixties, which put
the educational system all over the world in turmoil. The events of
the sixties, as much as the new machines Wiener discussed, are yet
another symptom of, but not a reason for, the decline of literacy. The
major hypothesis of this book is that illiteracy, in its relative terms
mentioned so far, results from the changed nature of human practical
experiences; that is, from the pragmatics corresponding to a new
stage of human civilization. (I prefer to use pragmatics in the sense the
Greeks used it: pragma, for deeds, from prattein, to do.) Regardless of our
vocations—working in a large corporation or heading one’s own
business, farming, creating art, teaching language or mathematics,
programming, or even participating in a university’s board of
trustees—we accept, even if with some reluctance, the rationaliza-
tion of language. Our lives take place increasingly in the impersonal
world of stereotype discourse of forms, applications, passwords, and
word processed letters. The Internet, as World Wide Web, e-mail
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medium, data exchange, or chat forum effectively overrides con-
straints and limitations resulting from the participation of language
in human pragmatics. Our world is becoming more and more a world
of efficiency and interconnected activities that take place at a speed
and at a variety of levels for which literacy is not appropriate.

Sull, complex interdependencies are reflected in our relation to
language in general, and in our use of it, in particular. It seems that
language 1s a key—at least one among many—to the mind, the rea-
son for which artificial intelligence is interested in language. It also
seems to be a major social ingredient. Accordingly, no one should be
surprised that once the status of language changes, there are also
changes far beyond what we expect when we naively consider what a
word is, or what is in a word or a rule of grammar, or what defines a
text. A word on paper, one like the many on this page, 1s quite differ-
ent from a word in the hypertext of a multimedia application or that
of the Web. The letters serve a different function. Omit one from this
page and you have a misspelling. Click on one and nothing happens.
Click on a letter displayed on a Web page and you might be connect-
ed to other signs, images, sounds, and interactive multimedia presen-
tations. These changes, among others, are the implicit themes of this
book and define the context for understanding why illiteracy is not
an accident, but a necessary development.

KEEPING UP WITH FASTER LIVING

Ours is a world of efficiency. Although more obvious on the comput-
er screen, and on the command buttons and touch-sensitive levers of
the machines we rely quite heavily upon, efficiency expectations met
in business and financial life insinuate themselves into the intimacy
of our private lives as well. As a result of efficiency expectations, we
have changed almost everything we inherited in our homes—
kitchen, study, or bathroom—and redefined our respective social or
family roles. We do almost everything others used to do for us. We
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cook (if warming up prefabricated dishes in a microwave oven still
qualifies as cooking), do the laundry (if selecting dirty sheets or
clothes by color and fabric and stuffing them into the machine quali-
fies as washing), type or desktop publish, transport (ourselves, our
children). Machines replaced servants, and we became their servants
in turn. We have to learn their language of instructions and to cope
with the consequences their use entails: increased energy demand,
pollution, waste, and most important, dependence. Ours is a world of
brief encounters in which “How are you?” is not a question reflecting
concern or expecting a real answer, but a formula. Once it meant
what it expressed and prefaced dialogue. Now it is the end of inter-
action, or at best the introduction to a dialogue totally independent
of the question. Where everyone living within the model of literacy
expected the homogeneous background of shared language, we now
find a very fragmented reality of sub-languages, images, sounds,
body gestures, and new conventions.

Despite the heavy investment society has made in literacy over
hundreds of years, literacy is no longer adopted by all as a desired
educational goal. Neither is it actively pursued for immediate practi-
cal or long-term reasons. People seem to acknowledge that they need
not even that amount of literacy imposed upon them by obligatory
education. For quite a few—speech writers, editors, perhaps novelists
and educators—literacy 1s indeed a skill which they aptly use for
making a living. They know and apply rules of correct language
usage. Methods for augmenting the efficiency of the message they
put in the mouths of politicians, soap-opera actors, businessmen,
activists and many others in need of somebody to write (and some-
times even to think) for them are part of their trade. For others, these
rules are a means of exploring the wealth of fiction, poetry, history,
and philosophy. For a great majority, literacy is but another skill
required in high school and college, but not necessarily an essential
component of their current and, more important, future lives and
work. This majority, estimated at ca. 75% of the population, believes
that all one has to know is already stored for them and made available
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as an expected social service—mathematics in the cash register or
pocket calculator, chemistry in the laundry detergent, physics in the
toaster, language in the greeting cards available for all imaginable
occasions, eventually incorporated, as spellers or writing routines,
into the word processing programs they use or others use for them.

Four groups seem to have formed: those for whom literacy is a
skill; those using it as a means for studying values based on literacy;
those functioning in a world of pre-packaged literacy artifacts; and
those active beyond the limitations of literacy, stretching cognitive
boundaries, defining new means and methods of communication and
interaction, constituting themselves in practical activities of higher
and higher efficiency. These four groups are the result of changes in
the condition of the human being in what was broadly (in fact, too
broadly) termed Post-Industrial Society. Whether specifically identified
as such or assuming labels of convenience, the conflict characteristic
of this time of fundamental change has its locus in literacy; and
more specifically in the direction of change towards the civilization
of illiteracy.

At first glance, it is exceedingly difficult to say whether language,
as an instrument of continuity and permanence, is failing because
the rhythm of existence has accelerated increasingly since the
Industrial Revolution, or the rhythm of existence has accelerated
because human interaction is no longer at the mercy of language. We
do not know whether this acceleration is due to, or nourished by,
changes in language and the way people use it, or if changes in lan-
guage reflect this acceleration. It is quite plausible that the use of
images, moreover of interactive multimedia and network-based
exchange of complex data are more appropriate to a faster paced
society than texts requiring more time and concentration. But it 1s
less clear whether we use images and synesthetic means of expres-
sion because we want to be faster, and thus more efficient, or we can
be faster and improve efficiency if we use such means.

Shorter terms of human interaction and, for example, the change
in the status of the family have something in common. The new
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political condition of the individual in modern society also has
something in common with the characteristics of human interaction
and the means of this interaction. But again, we do not really know
whether the new socio-economic dynamics resulted from our inten-
tion to accelerate interactions, or the acceleration in human interac-
tion 1s only the background (or a marginal effect) of a more encom-
passing change of our condition under circumstances making this
change necessary. My hypothesis is that a dramatic change in the
scale of humankind and in the nature of the relation between
humans and their natural and cultural environments might explain
the new socio-economic dynamics.

LOADED LITERACY

Languages, or any other form of expression and communication, are
meaningful only to the extent that they become part of our exis-
tence. When people do not know how to spell words that refer to
their existence, we suspect that something related to the learning of
spelling (usually the learner) does not function as we assumed it
should. (Obviously, literacy is more than spelling.) School, family,
new habits—such as extensive television viewing, comics reading,
obsessive playing of computer games, Internet surfing, to name some
of the apparent culprits—come under scrutiny. Culture, prejudice,
or fear of the unknown prevents us from asking whether spelling is
still a necessity. Cowardly conformity stops us short from suspecting
that something might be wrong with language or with those literacy
expectations deeply anchored in all known political programs thrown
into our face when our vote 1s elicited. When spelling and phonetics
are as inconsistent as they are in English especially, this suspicion led
to the examination and creation of alternative alphabets and to alter-
native artificial languages, which we shall examine. But spelling fails
even in languages with more consistent relations between pronuncia-
tion and writing.

28 Civilization of Illiteracy: Book [



Because we inherited, along with our reverence for language, a
passive attitude regarding what is logically permissible under the
guise of literacy, we do not question implicit assumptions and expec-
tations of literacy. For instance, the belief that command of lan-
guage enhances cognitive skills, although we know that cognitive
processes are not exactly reducible to language, is accepted without
hesitation. It is ascertained that literate people from no matter what
country can communicate better and learn foreign languages more
easily. This is not always the case. In reality, languages are rather
loaded systems of conventions in which national biases and other
inclinations are extensively embodied and maintained, and even
propagated, through speech, writing, and reading. This expectation
leads to well intended, though disputable, statements such as: “You
can never understand one language until you understand at least
two” (signed by Searle).

There is also the implication that literate people have better
access to the arts and sciences. The reason for this is that language, as
a universal means of communication, is consequently the only means
that ultimately explains scientific theories. Works of art, proponents
of language argue, can be reduced to verbal description, or at least be
better accessed through the language used to index them through
labels, classifications, categories. Another assumption (and prejudice)
is that the level of performance in and outside language is in direct
relation to competence acquired in literacy. This prejudice, from
among all others, will come under closer scrutiny because, though
literacy is declining, language use deviating from that normed by lit-
eracy takes astonishing forms.

MAN PROPOSES, MAN DISPOSES
Knowledge of the connection between languages—taking the

appearance of entities with lives of their own—and people consti-
tuting them—with the appearance of having unlimited control over
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their language—is essential for understanding the shift from a litera-
cy-dominated civilization to one of multiple means of expression
and communication. These means could be called /anguages it an
appropriate definition of such languages (and the /iteracies associated
with them) could be provided. In light of what has been already
mentioned, the broader context of the changes in the status of liter-
acy 1s the pragmatic framework of our existence. It is not only that
the use of language has diminished or its quality decreased. Rather, it
is the acknowledgment of a very complex reality, of a biologically
and culturally modified human being facing apparent choices diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to harmonize. Life is faster paced, not because
biological rhythms abruptly changed, but because a new pragmatic
framework, of higher efficiency, came about.

Human interaction extends in our days beyond the immediate cir-
cle of acquaintances, or what used to be the family circle. This inter-
action 1s, however, more superficial and more mediated by other peo-
ple and by various devices. The universe of existence seems to open
as wide as the space we can explore—practically the whole planet, as
well as the heavens. At the same time, the pressure of the narrower
reality, of exceedingly specialized work, through whose product
individual and social identification, as well as valuation take place, is
stronger than ever before. On a different level, the individual realizes
that the traditional mapping from one to few (family, friends, com-
munity) changes drastically. In a context of globality, the mapping
extends to the infinity of those partaking in it.

Characteristic of the context of change in the status and function
(communication, in particular) of literacy are fragmentation of every-
thing we do or encounter and the need to coordinate. We become
aware of the increased number and variety of stimuli and realize
that previous explanations of their origin and possible impact are not
satisfactory. Decentralization of many, if not all, aspects of existence,
paralleled by strong integrative forces at work, is also characteristic of
the dynamics of change. It is not communication alone, as some
believe, that shapes society. More encompassing effective forces, rela-
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tively independent of words, images, sounds, textures, and odors
continuously directed at society’s members, from every direction and
with every imaginable purpose, define social dynamics. They define
goals and means of communication as well.

The gap between the performance of communication technology
and the effectiveness of communication is symptomatic of the con-
tradictory condition of contemporary humans. It often seems that
messages have lives of their own and that the more communication
there is, the less it reaches its address. Less than two percent of all
the information thrown into mass media communication reaches its
audience. At this level of efficiency, no car would ever move, no
plane could take off, babies could not even roll over in their cribs!
The dependency of communication on literacy proved to be com-
munication’s strength. It delivered a potential audience. But it proved
to be its weakness, too. The assumption that among literate people,
communication not only takes place, but, based on the implied
shared background, is always successful, was found to be wrong time
and again. Experiences such as wars, conflicts among nations, com-
munities, professional groups (academia, a highly literate social
group, 1s infamous in this respect), families and generations continu-
ously remind us that this assumption is a fallacy. Still we misinterpret
these experiences. Case in point: the anxiety of the business commu-
nity over the lack of communication skills in the young people it
employs. That the most literate segment of business is rationalized
away in the massive re-engineering of companies goes unnoticed.

We want to believe that business is concerned with fundamental
values when its representatives discuss the difficulties mid-level
executives have in articulating goals and plans for achieving them in
speech or writing. The new structural forms emerging in today’s
economy show that business-people, as much as politicians and many
other people troubled by the current state of literacy today, speak
out of both sides of their mouths. They would like to have it both
ways: more efficiency, which does not require or stimulate a need for
literacy since literacy is not adapted to the new socio-economic
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dynamics, and the benefits of literacy, without having to pay for
them. The reality 1s that they are all concerned with economic cycles,
productivity, efficiency, and profit in trying to figure out what a glob-
al economy requires from them. Re-engineering, which companies
also called restructuring or downsizing, translates into efficiency
expectations within an extremely competitive global economy. By all
accounts, restructuring cut the literacy overhead of business. It
replaced literate practical experiences of management and produc-
tive work with automated procedures for data processing and with
computer-aided manufacturing. The process is far from over. It has
just reached the usually placid working world of Japan, and it might
motivate Europe’s effort to regain competitiveness, despite all the
social contracts in place that embody expectations of a past that will
never return. In fact, all boils down to the recognition of a new status
of language: that of becoming, to a greater extent than in its literate
embodiment, a business tool, a means of production, a technology.
The freeing of language from literacy, and the subsequent loss in
quality, is only part of a broader process. The people opposing it
should be aware that the civilization of illiteracy is also the expres-
sion of practical criticism in respect to a past pragmatic framework
far from being as perfect as literacy advocates lead us to believe.

The pragmatics of literacy established a frame of reference in
respect to ownership, trade, national identity, and political power.
Distribution of ownership might not be new, but its motivations are
no longer rooted in inheritance, rather in creativity and a selfish
sense of business allegiance. One much circulated observation sums
it up: If you think that the thousands of not yet fully vested
Microsoft programmers will miss their chance to join the club of
millionaires to which their colleagues belong, think again! It is not for
the sake of the owner of a business, or of a legendary entrepreneur,
and certainly not for the sake of idealism. It is for their own sake that
more and more young and less young people use their chance in this
hierarchy-free, or freer, environment in which they constitute their
identity. What motivates them are arguments of competitiveness, not
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national identity, political philosophy, or family pride. All these and
many other structural aspects resulting from the acquired freedom
from structural characteristics of a pragmatic context defined by lit-
eracy do not automatically make society better or fairer. But a distri-
bution of wealth and power, and a redefinition of the goals and
methods through which democracy is practiced is taking place.

We know, too, that the coercion of writing was applied to what
today we call minorities. Since writing is less natural than speaking
and bears values specific to a culture, it has alienated individuality.
Literacy implies the integration of minorities by appropriating their
activity and culture, sometimes replacing their own with the domi-
nant literacy in total disregard of their heritage. “If writing did not
suffice to consolidate knowledge,” observed Claude Lévi-Strauss, “it
was perhaps indispensable in affirming domination. [..] the fight
against illiteracy is thus identical with the reinforcement of the con-
trol of the citizen by authority.” I shall not go so far as to state that
the current attempt to celebrate multiplicity and to recognize contra-
diction brought about by irreducible differences among races, cul-
tures, and practical experiences is not the result of literate necessi-
ties. But without a doubt, developments peculiar to the civilization of
illiteracy, as this becomes the background for heterogeneous human
experiences and conflicting value systems, brought multiplicity to
the forefront. And, what is more important, illiteracy builds upon the
potential of this multiplicity.

BEYOND THE COMMITMENT TO LITERACY

What seems to be the issue of putting the past in the right perspec-
tive (with the appearance of historic revisionism) is actually the
expression of pragmatic needs in regard to the present and the
future. The subject, in view of its many implications, deserves a clos-
er examination outside, but not in disregard of, the political contro-
versy it has already stirred up. Writing is a form of commitment that
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extends from the Phoenician agreements and Egyptian records, reli-
gious and legal texts on clay and in stone, to the medieval oath and
later to contracts. Written language encodes, at many levels (alpha-
bet, sentence structure, semantics, etc.), the nature of the relation
among those addressed in writing. A tablet that the Egyptians used
for identifying locally traded commodities addressed very few read-
ers. A reduced scale of existence, work, and trade was reflected in
very direct notation. For the given context, the tablets supported the
expected efficiency. In the framework of the Roman Empire, labeling
of construction materials—roof tiles, drainage pipes—distributed
within and outside the Empire, involved more elaborate elements.
These materials were stamped during manufacture and helped
builders select what matched their needs. More people were
addressed. Their backgrounds were more diverse: they functioned in
different languages and in different cultural contexts. Their practical
experience as builders was more complex than that of Egyptian deal-
ers in grain or other commodities who operated locally. Stamping
construction materials signaled a commitment to fulfill building
needs and expectations. Over time, such commitments became more
elaborate and separated themselves from the product. With literacy,
they became formalized contracts covering various pragmatic con-
texts. They bear all the characteristics of literacy. They also become
representative of the conflict between means of a literate nature and
means appropriate to the levels of efficiency expected in the civiliza-
tion of illiteracy.

A short look at contracts as we experience them today reveals that
contracts are based on languages of their own, hard to decipher by
even the average literate person. They quantify economic expecta-
tions, legal provisions, and tax consequences. Written in English, they
are expe