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ruthers uses a rather strict definition, the ability to read and write with 
an alphabet, whereas I am using as a working definition the ability to 
exploit the resources of a written tradition - not just the ability to read 
and write but to thmk about texts in particular ways. My definition 
therefore goes over into Carruthers' idea of literature. Carruthers 
contrasts two attitudes to texts, fundamentalism and textualism, the 
former assuming that texts do not require interpretation, the latter 
that they do, suggesting that "the distinction has to do with a view of 
literature which can exist among either oral or literate groups" (pp. zo, 
zgo). For myself I cannot imagine fundamentalism or textualism 

j creating schisms within an oral culture. Attitudes to texts are ways of 
reading and those ways of reading constitute a part of the history of 
literacy, a history which differs in important ways from one culture to 
another (Tambiah, 1990). 

Just how ways of writing could affect ways of reading requires that 
we examine just what a writing system represents, or more precisely, 
what writing systems can be taken as representing. As we shall see in 
the next chapter, different scripts may be seen as representing differ- 
ent things. What writing systems represent depends not only on the 
invention of more analytic scripts but also on the structure of the 
language being represented. More fundamentally, what writing 
systems represent determines what tasks are left to the discretion of 
the reader. Consequently, in the chapter following the next we shall 
turn to the question of what writing systems do not represent. 

4 W H A T  W R I T I N G  REPRESENTS:  
A  REVIS IONIST  H I S T O R Y  OF W R I T I N G  

Written words are the signs of words spoken. 
(Aristotle. De interpretatione) 

At least since Aristotle's time it has been assumed that writing is a 
graphic device for transcribing speech. This assumption provides the 
basis for both early and recent theories of the evolution of writing 
systems, theories which claim a linear ascent from early pictorial 
systems to later phonological ones culminating in the alphabet. Com- 
pared with other writing systems, the alphabet is seen as uniquely 
successful In representing anything that can be said. It  does this by 
capturing the elementary constituents of the sound system of speech, 
namely, the phonemes of the language. The history of writing then can 
be, indeed has been, seen as a series of failed attempts at or faltering 
steps towards the representation of those phonological elements. 
Neither of these assumptions, that writing is transcription, nor that 
the history of the alphabet is shictly an evolutionary one, is currently 
seen as defensible. In this chapter we consider how the history of 
writing can be rewritten without these flawed assumptions. The 
purpose of this chapter is to show that the relation between speech and 
writing may be just the opposite of that traditionally assumed. 
Revising our notion of the relation between speech and writing will 
turn out to be just the clue we require to approach, in a new way, the 
relation between writing and cognition. 

Making marks which can serve mnemonic and communicat~ve 
purposes is as old as human culture itself. What such marks may be 
taken as representing by those who make and those who read those 
marks is the critical question. A glimpse at our own writing systems 
suggests that what a writing system represents is what is said - an 
ideal writing system is a fully explicit representation of oral language. 
Indeed, this is the classical view developed by Aristotle and seconded 
in our own time by de Saussure and Bloomfield. Aristotle wrote in 
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De interprrtat io~ (1.4-6): "Words spoken are symbols or signs of 
affections or impressions of the soul; written words are the signs of 
words spoken" (b. 384 BC, 1938, p. 115). Saussure (1g1611983) 
attacked as the "tyranny ofwriting" the fact that linguistic theory took 
as its object written language rather than spoken: "The sole reason for 
the existence of [writing] is to represent [speech]. The linguistic object 
is not defined by the combination of the written word and the spoken 
word: The spoken form alone constitutes the object" (pp. 23-24). And 
Bloomfield identified speech with language and saw writing as "a way 
of recording language" (Bloomfield, 1933. p. 21). More recently, 
Mattingly (1972) expressed the same view, namely that writing is "a 
simple cipher" on speech. 

One advantage of such an assumption is that it allows for a fairly 
straightforward account of the history of writing. Writing systems 
evolved, on this account, in the attempt to make a writing system 
which adequately and explicitly represents one's speech practices. 
Historical developments in the evolution of writing systems - from 
idea-writing, to whole words, to syllables, to consonants, and finally to 
consonants and vowels - may be seen as progressive achievements 
towards the goal of representing the ultimate units of speech, phonemes. 
Rousseau's famous claim, mentioned earlier, that a savage people 
wrote by depicting objects, barbarians wrote by means of word signs 
and civilized people wrote by means of an alphabet was among the first 
expressions of this evolutionary perspective (1754-9111966, p. 17). 

The orderliness of this development has led most modern theorists 
to see a single evolutionary achievement with the alphabet at the 
pinnacle. Gelb (1963) distinguished four stages in this evolution 
beginning with picture writing which expressed ideas directly, fol- 
lowed by word-based writing systems, then by sound-based syllabic 
writing systems including unvocalized syllabaries or consonantal 
systems, and terminating with the Greek invention of the alphabet. 
And Diringer (1962) saw in the evolution of the alphabet the "history 
of mankind." As Havelock (1982, p. 11) put it: "At a stroke the Greeks 
provided a table of elements of linguistic sound not only manageable 
because of economy, but for the first time in the history of homo 
saptern, also accurate." Thus, the achievement is seen as one of a series 
of successes in representing more fundamental aspects of the linguistic 
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system, ultimately phonemes, to make a system which is both 
economical - employs a small-number of signs - , and complete - 
capable of representing anything that can be said. Writing, on this 
view, is the attempt to represent the sound patterns of speech. 

Such accounts, which we shall examine more carefully presently, 
suffer from what I take to be a-critical flaw. They assume what they 
need to explain. Specifically, they assume that the inventors of writing 
systems already hnem about language and its structure - words, 
phonemes and the like, and progress came from finding ways to 
represent those structures unambiguously. As Harris (1986) points 
out such descriptions are misleading in that they take a characteri- 
zation of the current state (or at least a part of that state) as if it were 
the goal towards which writing was evolving, that is, as if all attempts 
at writing, always and everywhere were crude attempts at the tran- 
scription of the sound patterns of speech. On the contrary it may be 
argued, as Harris (1986) and Gaur (1984/1987) have done, that writing ._ 
systems were created not to represent speech, but to communicate 

information. T h e  relation to speech is at best indirect. 
The evolutionary story is misleading in two other ways. If it is 

assumed that writing systems represent different levels of structure of 
language - ideas, words, syllables, phonemes - it follows that writing 
systems can he classified as to their type. This is the typical portrayal 
of writing systems and their history (Gelb, 1963; Sampson, 1985). 
However, if writing systems are communicational systems in their 
own right which are then taken as models of speech - inadequate 
models at that - it follows that these classifications are at best rough 
descriptions and not clearly different types. DeFrancis (1989) has 
recently made this point, emphasizing the essential oneness of writing 
systems. 

Secondly, the traditional assumption that the history of writing is 
the progressive evolution culminating in the alphabet is misleading in 
the ethnocentrism implicit in such a view (Coulmas, 1989; DeFrancis, 
1989; Keightley, 1989). The limitation of the evolutionary theory is 
that it leads to an underestimation of the optimalitv of alternative 
writing systems, such as the logographic script employed in China and 
the mixed logographic and syllabic script employed in Japan. At the ~. 

end of World War 11, Douglas MacArthur, commander of the allied 
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forces, was urged by a panel of western educationists to completely 
revise the educational system of Japan and abolish "Chinese derived 
ideograms" if he wanted to help Japan develop technological parity 
with the west (Gaur, in press)! They needn't have worried. Further- 
more, an authority on Chinese science, J. Needham (1954-59, 1969) 
has concluded that the Chinese script was neither a significant inhibit- 
ory factor in the development of modern science in China nor an 
impediment to scientists in contemporary China. 

The view I shall elaborate in this chapter is that writing systems 
provide the concepts and categories for thinking about the structure of 
spoken language rather than the reverse. Awareness of linguistic 
structure is a product of a writing system not a precondition for its 
development. If that is so it will not do to explain the evolution of 
writing as the attempt to represent linguistic structures such as 
sentences, words or phonemes for the simple reason that pre-writers 
had no such concepts. The explanation for evolutionary changes in the 
writing systems of the world will have to be found elsewhere. The 
hypotheses I shall examine then are, first, that writing systems are 
developed for mnemonic and communicative purposes but because 
they are "read" they provide a model for language and thought. We 
introspect on language and mind in terms of the categories prescribed 
by our writing systems. And second, the evolutionary development of 
scripts, including the alphabet, is the simple consequence of attempt- 
ing to use a graphic system invented to be "read" in one language, for 
which it is thereby reasonably suited, to convey messages to be "read" 
in another language for which it is not well suited. In each case the 
development of a functional way of communicating with visible marks 
was, simultaneously, a discovery of the representable structures of 
speech. This, I believe, is the sense in which some radical writers have 
talked about writing being prior to speech (Derrida, 1976; House- 
holder, 1971). 

The history of writing 

Let us examine these hypotheses in the light of the available evidence 
on the history of writing. It is, of course, impossible to know with 
certainty what the earliest graphic representations represented. The 
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Neolithic revolution beginning some ten thousand years ago was 
marked by the beginnings of pottery making, fwd preparation, and 
domestic agriculture, as well as the psychological developments 
involved in the ornamentation and burial of the dead. Those develop 
ments are more or less contemporaneous with the beginnings of 
drawing and the use of tallies (Goody, 1987, p. 10; Schmandt- 
Besserat, 1986, 1987). Our question is how such representational 
systems developed and how they were "read." For how they are read 
will determine how they come to serve as models of speaking. My 
account is based largely on theanalyses provided by Gelb (1963), 
Diringer (1968) and the more recent writings of Goody (1987), Gaur 
(1984/1987), Sampson (1985), Schmandt-Besserat (1986), Harris 
(1986), and Senner (1989). My hypothesis linking speech and writing 
borrows heavily from Harris (1986). 

Although tallies and drawings are both graphic representations and 
may serve similar functions, historically those functions and struc- 
tures have tended to diverge, drawings remaining iconic and tallies 
becoming arbitrary and conventional. But attempts to account for or 
correctly describe that divergence have remained a major theoretical 
puzzle. It is an anachronism to attempt to explain the evolution of 
graphic signs as the attempt to express ideas via ideographs for there is 
no reason to believe that early writers had any clear notion of ideas 
prior to the invention of writing either (Snell, 1960). 

I 
The earliest writing systems as well as many contemporary ones 

exhibit these diverse properties and functions. Geometrical signs were 
used to indicate ownership in Mesopotamia four millennia ago in ways 
analogous to the crests and cattle-brands used to this day; tally sticks 

i 
were used in Ancient China to keep records of debts or other data and 

I tallies were used in Britain by the Royal Treasury until 1826; knotted 
I 

cords were used for keeping records in Ancient China and elsewhere 
! 

and reached an extremely high level of complexity in the quipu of 
1 pre-colonial Peru; and emblems, that is, seals, totem poles, coats of 

arms, hallmarks, banners, and religious signs made up a part of 
graphic codes in ancient times just as they do today (Gaur, 198411987, / P P  'b25). 

Some of these graphic devices not only symbolized objects or events 
but also represented a sequence of events which could be narrated, 

I 
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that is, told rather than just named. Best known is the so-called 
picture writing of the type developed by the aboriginal peoples of 
North America. The Ojibway employed a series of depictions 
inscribed on birch-bark scrolls to represent the rituals of the culture 
including the creation of the world and of the Ojibway people. Such 
scrolls could be interpreted only by the shaman and could be 
described in quite different ways depending on the narrator's purpose. 
The Iroquois Confederacy used a series of wampum belts to symbol- 
ize treaties pertaining to land claims, the interpretation of which is 
currently the object of a Canadian Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples. "The two-row wampum, the best-known treaty belt, 
symbolizes the conditions under which the Iroquois welcomed white 
people to Turtle Island (North America). The belt features a canoe for 
aboriginal people and a ship for non-native people, travelling side by 
side down the river of life. 

The two-row wampum is often cited as proof that the Mohawks 
never surrendered their land and self-government rights" (Globe and 
Mail, April, 1993). Similar graphic representational systems were 
employed in ancient southern Mexico (Smith, 1973) and are employed 
to this day by story-tellers in India (Gaur, 1984/1987, p. j j )  and in 
Ethiopia (Goody, 1987, p. 9). 

Such visual graphic systems served as mnemonics by means of 
which a suitably trained expert could recover important cultural 
information. To  describe the use of such systems as "reading" perhaps 
stretches the modern meaning of that term unduly; certainly, in such 
cases no clear distinction is made between reading a text and describing a 
picture. What such graphic systems do is bring the cultural meanings 
or interpretations of symbols into memory and consciousness but do 
little to contribute to such notions as language, word or phoneme. 
Specifically, while a graphic device would be taken as saying "the same 
thing" on each occasion of reading, it would not bring such linguistic 
notions as a "word," or "the same words" into consciousness, for there 
is nothing in the graphic form that can be taken as a model for such . - - 
linguistic constituents; a picture of a dog is simultaneously a picture of 
a domesticated quadruped, a collie, a pet, man's best friend, and so on. 
There is no one-to-one mapping between linguistic element and sign. 

We may note that emblematic forms of "writing" such as that 
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Figure 4.1 North American Indian pictorial 
representation 01 an expedition 

involved in the use of visual signs to indicate one's totem or one's 
tribe, do not create a distinction between the name and the thing; the 
emblem simultaneously stands for the totem and the name of the 
totem. Similarly, one may have a concept of a name without having the 
concept of a word; a word is a linguistic unit, a name is a property of 
an object. Emblems represent names not words. Harris has suggested 
that the failure to distinguish words from names produces a form of 
emblematic symbolism which may extend to various gods and spirits 
and "is often bound up in variou%ways with word magic and practices 
of name-giving. It reflects, fundamentally, a mentality for which 
reality is still not clearly divisible into language and non-language, 
any more than it is divisible into the physical and the metaphysical, or 
into the moral and the practical" (1986, pp. 131-132). Of course, a 
little of that word magic exists in all of us; if not a crime it is at least a 
sin to desecrate a prayer book. 

Similarly, when pre-reading children "read" logos such as "Coke" 
or take the inescapable golden arches as "McDonalds" it is unlikely 
that they take the emblem as a representation of a word rather than as 
an emblem of the thing. Consequently, there is no reason to suppose 
that recognizing such logos contributes to children's understanding of 
what a word is or to their reading skills more generally (Masonheimer, 
Drum, & Ehri, 1984). Note, too, that this is not a claim about 
understanding the arbitrariness of names, an understanding which has 
been examined in children by Piagetian scholars, Sinclair (1978) and 
Berthoud-Papandropoulou (1978). The concept which can plausibly 
be linked to writing is that of word not that of name. Karmiloff-Smith 
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(1992) reports that only around age 6 do children begin to recognize 
7 that ''oP and "the" are w a d s  as well. '' '' 

But the p d e  remains as to how such tokens and emblems which " 
represent things ever turn into signs which represent words and 
consequently how their recognition could ever turn into reading as we 
know it. Historical evidence may help to provide the needed clue. One 
extremely important graphic form from which most western writing 
systems may have evolved is the token system developed for account- 
ing purposes in Mesopotamia beginning in the ninth millennium BC. 
The system, developed by the ancient Sumerians living in what is now 
southern Iraq, about the time that hunter-gatherer societies were 
giving way to an agricultural way of life, consisted of a set of clay 
tokens of distinctive shapes and markings, used to keep records of 
sheep, cattle and other animals, and goods of various kinds such as oil 
and grain. 

About the fourth millennium BC, roughly at the time of the growth 
of cities, the variety of tokens increased greatly, presumably because of 
the increasing number of types of items to be inventoried, and the 
tokens began to be pierced in such a way that they could be strung 
together. Shortly thereafter they were placed in envelopes or bullae 
which, like the string, could mark off a single transaction. Schmandt- 
Besserat (1986, 1987, 1992) has suggested that the markings on these 
bullae constitute the first true writing. The connection between the 
tokens and the writing comes from the fact that the contents of the 
bullae were indicated on the surface of the bullae itself by impressing 
the token in the soft clay before baking it. But once the contents are 
marked on the envelope, there is no need for enclosing the actual 
tokens. The envelope has become a writing surface, and the shapes of 
the tokens when inscribed on to the surface become the earliest 
written texts. The tokens which represented units of goods are the 
origin of the Sumerian signs representing units of goods. All of the 
eighteen signs denoting commodities such as grain, animals and oil 
which appear on the earliest tablets derive from tokens. 

But were such tokens taken as representing words or things? Have 
we here taken the critical step towards what we now consider writing 
to be? Harris (1986) has argued that the decisive step from tokens to 
scripts occurs when symbols shift from token-iterative to emblem- 
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Figure 4.2 Clay tokens from Tello, Iraq (some of which correspond to 
inscriptions on tablets from U r u k )  circa 3200 BC 

slotting systems, or what I prefer to think of as acquiring a syntax. A 
system which represents three sheep by three symbols for a sheep (i.e., 
sheep, sheep, sheep) is categorically different, he suggests, from one 
which represents the same three sheep by two tokens, one repre- 
senting sheep, the other the number. Just as syntax is what makes a J 

language a language, it is the syntax which makes a graphic system 
"generative" for it permits the combination and recombination of 
symbols to express a broad range of meanings. 

An example of such a script is that from Ur, dated some 2900 BC 
and now filed as 10496 in the British Museum, which inventories the 
contents of a storehouse. The tablet is squared off into cells, each of 
which lists a product and an amount. The  symbol for a jar resting on a 
pointed base stands for beer while the round impressions stand for 
quantities. @amity is represented by two shapes, one produced by 
the end of a round stylus, pe~haps representing ten, and the other 
produced by the edge of the stylus, perhaps representing units 
Although much uncertainty as to just what various marks indicate, the 
cell in question could presumably be read as "twenty-three vats of 
beer." Thus this elementary script has a syntax and could be taken as a 
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Figure 4.3 Syntactic writing. Tablet from Ur, 
2960 BC itemizing contents of a storehouse 

precise model for an oral utterance. But there is no reason for 
believing that such graphic signs yet represent a particular word or 
words in a natural language. The tablet described above could be read 
out in any language much as the Arabic numeral, 4 can be read out as 
"four" or "quatre." It  is not essential to claim, as do most theorists, 
that syntactical scripts now represent speech; it is equally true that 
such a script is now a language. That is to say we need not assume that 
these early writers were conscious of or had a model of language as 
consisting of words ordered by a syntax which they tried to get their 
script to represent. Rather we can explain the relation between 
language and script by saying that a script with a syntax provides, for 
the first time, a suitable model for speech. 

Two developments suggest that syntactic scripts are now taken as a 
model for speech. The first is that the signs now come to be seen as 
representing words rather than things. Paleographers (Gaur, 19841 
1987; Nissen, 1986) note that by the third millennium (2900 BC) the 
earliest literary texts written in cuneiform appeared and such scripts 
give clear indications of reflecting the linguistic knowledge of the 
writer. That is, the script allows the reader to infer the language of the 
writer; early tablets, as we have seen, do not. But what, exactly, is 
involved in this achievement? 
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The first is the innoduction of word signs. The sign for beer in the 
cuneiform tablet in Figure 4.3 represents beer not the word "beer." 
Nor does the sign for a bee necessarily represent the word "bee"; it 
may just represent the object, a bee. But if the sign is now appro- 
priated to represent the verb "be," the sign has become a word sign, a 
logograph. The principle involved in this case is that of the rebus, the 
use of a sign which normally represents one thing to represent a 
linguistic entity that sounds the same; this entity is a word. What 
needs emphasis is that the rebus principle does not merely play upon 
pre-existing word knowledge; the substitution of the signs on the basis 
of their sound is what brings words into cons~ousness. A script which 
can be taken as representing both syntax and-~he words combined by 
the syntax produces a canonical writing system, one which is capable 
in principle of representing everything that can be said. 

Even new words may enter the lexicon this way. Schmandt- 
Besserat (1986) has noted that the invention of abstract numbers 
coincides with the invention of such "syntactic" writing. Early tallies 
and tokens, as mentioned earlier, represent number by simple one- 
tc-one correspondence - one token for each object. Four sheep could 
be represented by four marks on a stick, four pebbles in a pouch or 
by four sheepshaped tokens on a string. The ancient Sumerians, with 
their system of tokens, had distinctive tokens for sheep, cows and the 
like. But when four sheep tokens are replaced by two tokens, one 
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representing sheep and one representing the number of tallies, that 
4b @, ab"' ,J 

token may be read as a word for an integer, "four," so the invention of < {  
syntactic writing would have allowed the invention of the abstract 
number! 

Such scripts provide a model for the language which may now be 
seen as language independently of the things the language is about 
But a new understanding of language as consisting of words also has 
conceptual implications. It  spells the death of "word" magic or more 
precisely, "name" magic. Words are no longer emblems; words are 
now distinguished from both things and from names of things; words 
as linguistic entities come into consciousness. I t  becomes feasible to 
think of the meanings of words independently from the things they 
designate simply because the written form provides a model, the 
concept or categories for th~nking about the constituents of spoken 
form. To  elaborate, when the word is thought of as representing a 
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thing rather than as an intrinsic property of the thing, word magic 
loses its power. An action on the name, as in a hex, does not affect the 
named because the word, unlike the name, is not a part of the thing; it 
is, as we say, just a word. 

Such a writing system, independently of whether or not it was an 
alphabet, could have been instrumental in assisting the ancient Greeks 
in advancing a new and important set of concepts into consciousness. 
Havelock (1982) and Snell(lg60) noted the ways that notions like idea, 
mind, and word developed and the ways in which words from the 
common vocabulary suddenly became the subject of analysis and 
reflection in classical Greek culture. Whereas for the Homeric Greeks 
notions like justice and courage were exemplified in the deeds of gods 
and heroes, for the literate Greeks they became philosophical con- 
cepts. The writing system, Havelock argued, was partly responsible. 
More recent studies have cast doubt on the abruptness, significance 
and permanence of that development (Padel, 1992). My suggestion is 
that the graphic system may play such a role by providing a model for 
language in a way that emblematic symbols never could. Rather than 
viewing writing as the attempt to capture the existing knowledge of 
syntax, writing provided a model for speech, thereby making the 
language available for analysis into syntactic constituents, the primary 
ones being words which then became subjects of philosophical reflec- 
tion as well as objects of definition. Words became things. 

It is interesting to note that in learning to read and write children go 
through just such a shift in understanding. If non-reading pre-school 
children are given a pencil and asked ro write "cat" they may write a 
short string of letter-like forms. If then asked to write "three cats" 
they repeat the same initial string three times. Conversely, if such 
pre-reading children are shown a text which reads, "Three little pigs" 
and the text is then read to them while the words are pointed out they 
tend to take each of the words as a representation, an emblem, of a pig. 
Consequently, if the final word is erased and children are asked, "Now 
what does it say?" they may reply "Two little pigs." Alternatively, if 
each of the three words is pointed to in turn and the child is asked 
what each says, they reply, "One little pig; another little pig; and 
another little pig." That is, signs are seen as emblems rather than as 
words (Berthoud-Papandropoulou, 1978; Ferreiro, 1985, 1991; 
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Ferreiro& Teberosky, 1g7911g82; Serra, rggz). Even when they begin 
to distinguish a word from a thing, their first notions ofa word are tied 
to the written rather than to the spoken form (Downing, 1987; Reid, 
1966). Francis (1975) for example, found that children's acquisition of 
the concepts of letter, word, and sentence were closely tied to their 
learning to read. 

Once a writing system has a syntax, the emblems or tokens can now 
be seen as words rather than as emblems and the construction can be 
seen as a proposition rather than as a list. The structures present in the 
script now provide the categories needed for introspecting the implicit 
structures of language. Such scripts are logographic in that the tokens 
now represent the major grammatical consrituents of the language, 
namely, words. But, to repeat, it does not follow that the inventors of 
such a script already knew about words and then sought to represent 
them in the script. The opposite may be true. The scribal inventions 
dictated a kind of reading which allowed language to be seen as composed 
of words related by means of a syntax. Writing thereby provides the 
model for the production of speech (in reading) and for the introspec- 
tive awareness of speech as composed of grammatical constituents, 
namely, words. 

The possibility that graphic systems with a syntax can be read as 
expressions in a natural language is what makes the written form a 
model for the spoken. Of course graphic schemes can always be 
verbalized or talked about; hut only when it becomes possible to 
differentiate the activity of describing what a picture shows from 
reading what a text says, can the graphic structure be seen as a model 
for the syntactical properties of language. 

Not all graphic features need be verbalized and not all verbalized 
differences need appear in the script. The decisive factor in the 
elaboration of the script will not be the verbal models (for as we have 
noted such models are not available prior to writing) but rather the 
attempt at a functional, unambiguous representation (Gaur, 19841 
1987; Harris, 1986). In English script, a word beginning with a capital 
letter is not read any differently than one beginning with a lower case 
letter; the convention facilitates interpretation not pronunciation; it 
does not follow a verbal model. Conversely, English script does not 
employ different graphic signs for long and short vowels; both long 
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and short /a/ are written a. Hence a script is not initially or primarily 
an attempt at a complete linguistic representation. 

A further indication that writing, rather than being an attempt to 
represent speech, provides a model for that speech comes from the 
work of Larsen (1g89), who pointed out that Sumerian texts fail to 
represent many morphological elements and the script offered infor- 
mation which could not be lexicalized. There was no attempt to record 
verbal statements but rather to fill administrative needs. When literary 
texts were written, beginning about 2600 BC, they were written in that 
"administrative script" and were, therefore, not complete renderings 

j of a text but rather "an aid for someone who was to give an oral 
performance" (p. 130). 

Is every script with a syntax a writing system? In terms of the 
history of writing it seems necessary to conclude that when signs 
acquired a syntax they were writing systems. On that basis we would 
say that the set of signs for Arabic numerals and operators is a writing 
system. But is it a logographic script as usually claimed? Not really, for 
as mentioned the signs do not represent words in any particular 
language. Such a script can be verbalized in more than one way: 
3 X 4 = 12, can be read as three fours make twelve and so on and they 
can be lexicalized in any oral language. The way out of our dilemma is 

# 
to recall that scripts are not primarily attempts to represent "what is 
said" but to represent events, and some of those representations can he 
taken as a model of speech. Numerical notations provide one kind of 
model; logographic scripts another and so on. 

To conclude this discussion we may say that the evidence here 
examined tends to sustain our first hypothesis, namely, that writing 
far from transcribing speech tends to provide a model for that speech. 
To invent a writing system is, in part, to discover something about 
speech; to learn to read is, similarly, to discover something about one's 
speech, and ultimately, about "what is said." The script provides the 
model, however distorted, of one's speech. 

The history of the alphabet 

Next, let us turn to the hypothesis regarding the historical changes in 
scripts that led eventually to the alphabet. General purpose logo- 
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graphic scripts can represent anything that can be said. But the device 
of one token for each expressible semantic difference (essentially one 
sign for one word or morpheme) would require an extremely large set 
of tokens. Indeed, modern dictionaries of Chinese, the best exemplar 
of a so-called logographic script (but see Unger & deFrancis (in press) 
for a critique of this classification) list some 50,000 characters. Three 
principles of character or graphic formation appear to have been 
involved. First, ease of recognition is increased by employing iconic 
representations of objects - the sun being represented by a circle or 
waves by a wavy line, second, on economy - borrowing the sign for an 
object to represent another word or  part of a word with a similar 
sound, the sc-called acrophonic or phonographic principle employed in 
the rebus, and third, on unambiguity - distinguishing homophones, 
words that sound the same hut mean different things, by an unverba- 
lized determinative which indicates the semantic class to which the 
word belongs. A logographic script such as Chinese, while cumber- 
some to Western eyes, is no longer thought of as primitive or limited 
as it was even two decades ago (Unger & deFrancis, in press). Why 
then did some logographic scripts give way to the syllabaries and 
alphabets? Before we attempt to answer that question it is worth 
noting the clear shift in that direction in the evolution of scripts. 

The ancient Sumerian script remained primarily logographic and 
rarely resorted to phonographic, that is sound-based, signs. When 
adopted by the Akkadians in the third millennium BC to represent a 
somewhat different language, the phonographic properties of the 
script were greatly expanded, giving rise to the Babylonian and 
Canaanite cuneiform, the best known of such scripts. 

Egyptian hieroglyphic script, which developed around 3100 BC, 
employed a system similar to that of cuneiform although there is no 
evidence that the script was borrowed from the Babylonians. Simple 
signs were logographs, the drawing of a leg representing the word 
"leg," two legs meaning "to go" and so on. Complex signs were made 
by combining simple signs, each of which represented a sound drawn 
from a simple sign, along with an indicator specifying the domain to 
which the word belonged. Thus the sign for sun may be borrowed to 
represent "son" on the basis of their similar sound, the latter being 
turned into a complex sign by the addition of an indicator sign or 
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Figure 4.4 Canaanite cuneiform: thirteenth century BC 

determinative, say, that of a man (Gaur, 198411987, p. 63). The 
Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions on the Rosetta stone which allowed 
the decipherment of the hieroglyphic code early in the nineteenth 
century provide a clear illustration of how such a script works. Many 
of the signs were found to represent semantic values such as the 
cartouche or oval around the royal names including Ptolemy and 
Cleopatra. Other signs represent sound values corresponding to syl- 
lables and to the letters of an alphabet. The first sign in the name 
Ptolemy is identical to the fifth sign in the name Cleopatra and must, 
therefore, represent a sound similar to that represented by our letter 
"p." The bird sign in the sixth and ninth position in Cleopatra 
represents the sound similar to that represented by our letter "a," The 
two symbols after the final bird sign are "determinatives" indicating 
that this is a feminine name. 

Subsequent developments which gave rise, eventually, to the alpha- 
bet may be traced in large part to the consequences of borrowing. A 
shift in what a script "represents" is a consequence of adapting a script 
to a language other than that for which it was originally developed, an 
activity that led logographs to be taken as representations of syllables 
and later for syllables to be taken as representations of phonemes. Let 
us explore this hypothesis in detail. 

The first syllabary was the result of using Sumerian logographs to 
represenr a Semitic language, Akkadian (Larsen, 1989, p. 131). TO 
represent an Akkadian word such as "a-wi-lu-um," man, with Sumer- 
ian logographs, the Akkadians simply took the Sumerian graphs which 
could be read as "a," "wi," "lu," and 'Lum," ignoring the fact that in 
Sumerian each graph represented a separate word: "a" would mean 
water, "wi" would mean something else and so on. Reading Akkadian 
would then he a matter of pronouncing this series and the graphs 
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Figure 4.5 Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs representing 
the Imperial names 

would now be taken to represent syllables of Akkadian rather than 
words as they had done in Sumerian. Logographs have become 
syllabics. Note that the argument is not that this use was the product 
of the application of the acrophonic principle of using signs to 
represent syllables but rather that the new use of old graphs for a new 
language produced a script in which the constituents could be seen as 
representing syllables. The syllable is as much a product of the 
graphic system as a prerequisite for it. To  state this point as neutrally 
as I can, for it remains an open question, the old script is fitted to the 
new language as a model is fitted to data; the data are then seen in 
terms of that model. In this case, the model is that of audible 
constituents and the flow of speech is heard, perhaps for the first time, 
as a string of separable, itemizahle, syllables. Recent research has 
shown that the Mayan script of ancient southern Mexico was indeed a 
fully developed syllabary (Coe, 1992). 

Psychological evidence is also relevant to this point. First, sensiti- 
vity to some syllabic constituents, especially those relevant to rhyme 
and alliteration, pre-date literacy. On the basis of their comprehensive 
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review, Goswami and Bryant (1990) concluded that although young 
children are not aware of phonemes, they are sensitive to the initial 
and final sounds of words and phrases, what they refer to as "onsets" 
and "rimes," and this sensitivity may be relevant to early word 
recognition (see also Treiman, 1991). Consequently, early readers may 
take even alphabetic signs as if they are representations of syllables and 
read them as such. 

Secondly, syllabic scripts are easily acquired. Scribner and Cole 
(1981) noted that the Vai learned to read their syllabaries in a matter of 
weeks and Bennett and Berry (1991) noted that Cree syllabics could be 
acquired in a few days. McCarthy (1991) noted that the whole Cree 
nation became literate in a mere ten-year span in the 1840s. She goes 
on to suggest that the ease with which such learning takes place 
suggests that not much has in fact been learned about the structure of 
language in this case; the mapping from script to syllable is relatively 
straightforward. 

But it does not follow that awareness of language as a string of 
syllables is completely independent of knowledge of a script. Scribner 
and Cole (1981) found that Vai literates, familiar with a syllabic script, 
were much more skilled in integrating separate syllables into phrases 
and decomposing phrases into such syllables than were non-literates. 
This suggests that the learning of a syllabary is a matter of coming to 
hear one's continuous speech as if it were composed of segmentable 
constituents. Yet it is a surprisingly easy task for even quite young 
children (Fox & Routh, 1975; Karpova, 1977). 

The first writing system based exclusively on such principles was 
Linear B, a Mycenaean Greek script developed around 1600 BC and 
deciphered only in modern times by an English architect, Michael 
Ventris, in 1952. The  script is strictly syllabic, each syllable employing 
a distinctive graph. The  script was apparently abandoned because the 
Greek language has complex syllable structures (e.g., C-V-C) in 
addition to those simple syllables (C-V) represented by the script; 
consequently the script is thought to have been seriously deficient, 
that is, it allowed an unacceptable level of ambiguity. 

The immediate ancestor of the Greek alphabet has been viewed by 
some as a simplified form of syllabary (Havelock, 1982) and by others 
as an abstraction from a syllabary (Gelb, 1963). The  script was 
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invented by speakers of some Semitic language, possibly Phoenician, 
who lived in the northern part of the Fertile Crescent, that area of 
arable land connecting Babylonian and Egyptian civilizations. Modern 
versions of Semitic script include the Hebrew script and the Arabic 
script. 

Semitic languages, however, have the interesting property of carry- 
ing the lexical identities of the language in what we think of as 
consonants; what we think of as vowels were used only for inflections. 
T o  illustrate, the string of sounds !k/, !ti, !bi vocalized in somewhat 
different ways all convey the basic lexeme mite with vocalic differ- 
ences marking grammatical subject, tense and aspect: katab 'he wrote,' 
katabi 'I wrote,' katebu 'they wrote,' ketob 'write,' koteb 'writing,' katub 
'being written.' All can be written simply ktb. 

Because the vowels provide only grammatical rather than lexical or 
morphemic information, some Semitic writing systems never devel- 
oped any device for representing them. This is not necessarily a flaw in 
t h e b e c a u s e  inserting vowels would make morpheme and word 
identification more difficuh. Obviously, some semantic distinctions 

=marked in the script and must be inferred from context. Some 
scripts, such as Hebrew, add matres lectionis, literally, mothers of 
reading, a pointing system to distinguish vocalic sounds especially for 
sacred texts in which proper articulation is important as well as in 
books written to be read by children. Whether such additions in fact 
facilitate reading remains an open question. 

The  major achievement of such scripts, from an evolutionary 
perspective, is the representation of a group of syllables such as the 
English pa, pe, pi, pa, pu, by a single graphic sign, say, p. If the 
discovery of the common property of such different syllables is the 
product of abstraction it is a remarkable intellectual achievement; that, 
in fact, is the traditional view. But if it is simply the failure to 
discriminate them, treating the vocalic variants as of little or no 
significance and hence disregarding them, then it is the simple product 
of borrowing, that is, of applying a script to a language for which it 
was important to mark vocalic differences (different vowels make 
different syllables) to a language for which it was not important to 
mark such differences. In fact, both Gelb (1963) and Havelock (1982) 
deny that such a script represents consonants, rather, they claim, it 
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constitutes an unvocalized syllabary, a syllabary which simply does 
not distinguish vocalic differences. Others such as Sampson (1985) 
refer to it as a consonantal writing system. In my view, the script is a 
simplification, a discarding of characters thought to be redundant just 
as "going to" gets attenuated to "gonna" to form "I'm gonna go home" 
in vernacular speech. But once so attenuated, the graphic system can be 
seen as a representation of consonants, particularly when, as we shall 
see, it was borrowed by the Greeks to represent yet another different 
language. 

Regardless of how it was arrived at, the Phoenician's new set of 
twenty-two graphic signs with a memorized order beginning aleph, bet, 
geme/, was adequate for representing a full range of meanings and the 
graphs can be seen as representing not only syllables but the con- 
sonantal sounds of the language. 

The "final" transition from consonantal to alphabetic writing occur- 
red, uniquely in the history of the world, when the Semitic script was 
adapted to a non-Semitic language, Greek. The application, bypassing 
Linear B, occurred about 750 BC. Scholars have traditionally con- 
sidered the Greek invention to be the stroke of genius. While not 
minimizing the significance of the Greek achievement, it is now 
recognized that the development of the alphabet, like the development 
of the syllabary, was a rather straightforward consequence of applying 
a script which was suitable for one language, to a second language for 
which it was not, namely, of applying a script for a Semitic language in 
which vocalic differences were relatively insignificant to the Greek 
language in which they were highly significant (Sampson, 1985; 
Harris, 1986). 

Many of the syllable signs from the Semitic alphabet fitted and 
could he utilized directly for representing Greek; these came to be the 
consonants. But unlike a Semitic language, Greek, like English, is an 
Indo-European language in which vowel differences make lexical 
contrasts - "bad" is different from "bed." Moreover, words may 
consist simply of vowels, words may begin with vowels, and words 
with pairs of vowels are not uncommon. To  fill the gap, six Semitic 
characters which represented sounds unknown in Greek, were bor- 
rowed to represent these isolated vowel sounds. But equipped with 
such signs representing vowel sounds, the Greeks were in a position to 
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"hear," perhaps for the first time, that those sounds also occurred 
within the syllables represented by the Semitic consonant signs. In 
this way syllables were dissolved into consonant-vowel pairings and 
the alphabet was born. 

Again, the point to note is that such a theory does not require the 
assumption that the Greeks attempted to represent phonemes; it does 
not assume the availability to consciousness of the phonological struc- 
ture of language. Rather, the script can be seen as a model for that 
structure. That is, phonological categories such as consonants and 
vowels need not exist in consciousness to be captured by writing. 
Rather writing provides a model for speech; all that is required is that 
speech be seen, that is, heard in terms of that model. This point is 
relevant to current discussions of dyslexia and learning to read; those 
who assume that reading is decoding assume, erroneously, that the 
phonology is available to consciousness; those who assume that 
reading is meaning detection assume, erroneously, that sound-symbol 
mapping is either irrelevant or impossible. The way between these 
extremes is to note that scripts provide a model for speech; learning to 
read is precisely learning that model. Ironically, learning to read is 
learning to hear speech in a new way! 

Such a roundabout explanation of the relation between script and 
awareness of language is required to explain several facts. First, the 
alphabet in fact does not constitute a phonological theory. Harris 
(1986) points out that the Greeks, the inventors of the alphabet, never 
developed an adequate theory of phonology. The sound patterns they 
described were a direct reflection of the Greek alphabet; "con- 
sequently, the Greeks were led to ignore phonetic differences which 
were not reflected in Greek orthography" (p. 86). In this the Greek 
linguists were not different from children who are exposed to the 
alphabet. Ehri (1985) has shown that children think there are more 
"sounds" in the word p~tch than in the word rrch even if phonologists 
inform us that they are equivalent. Obviously, children, like the 
classical Greeks, introspect their language in terms of their alphabet. 

Secondly, that the alphabet serves as a model for speech, rather 
than as a representation of pre-existing knowledge, is shown by the 
elegant studies on "phonological" awareness in speakers who are not 
readers. The studies of people's awareness of sub-syllabic constituents 
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have established that familiarity with an alphabetic writing system is 
critical to one's awareness of the segmental structure of language. 
People familiar with an alphabet hear words as composed of the 
sounds represented by the letters of the alphabet; those not familiar do 
not. T o  illustrate, those familiar with an alphabet are able to delete the 
sound is/ from the word "spit" to yield /pit/ or to add an is/ to /pit/ to 
make "spit" while those not so familiar are not. Morais, Bertelson, 
Cary, and Alegria (1986) and Morais, Alegria, and Content (1987) 
found that Portuguese fishermen living in a remote area who had 
received even minimal reading instruction some forty years earlier and 
who had done little or no reading since, were still able to carry out 
such segmentation tasks while those who had never been to school 
could not. Similar findings have been reported for Brazilian non- 
literate adults by Bertelson, de Gelder, Tfouni, and Morais (1989). 
Scholes and Willis (1991) found that non readers in rural parts of the 
American Southeast had grave difficulties with a large variety of such 
metalinguistic tasks. Even more impressive is the finding by Read, 
Zhang, Nie, and Ding (1986) who found that Chinese readers of 
traditional character scripts could not detect phonemic segments 
whereas those who could read Pinyin, an alphabetic script repre- 
sentlng the same language, could do so. T o  learn to read any script is 
to find or detect aspects of one's own implicit linguistic structure that I 
can map onto or be represented by that script. 

This point is nicely exploited in Frith's (1985) three-stage model of 
learning to read. Frith suggests that early readers treat an alphabet as 
if it were a logograph, each letter string as a whole representing a 
word. As they begin to attempt to spell words, they decompose those 
logographs into alphabetic constituents, each representing a phoneme. 
At a third stage they begin to see relations between letters and 
therefore detect morphemes, seeing the "boy" in "cowboy" for 
example. 

I have been suggesting that the invention of a writing system does 
two things at once. It provides a graphic means of communication but, 
because it is then verbalized, that is, read, it comes to be seen as a 
model of that verbalization. As scripts became more elaborate they 
provided increasingly precise models of speech, of "what was said." 
Thus cultures developed a more precise criterion used for deciding 
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whether or not two utterances were "the same words." Traditional 
cultures treat alternative expressions of the same sense as being "the 
same"; literate ones using the stricter criterion of verbatim repetition 
as "the same" (Finnegan, 1977; Goody, 1987). 

This shift in criterion in judging "the same words" can be seen 
as well in children as they become more literate (Hedelin & Hjelm- 
quist, 1988). In  our recent work on children's understand~ng of the 
fixity of text, to be discussed more fully in Chapter 6, we (Torrance, 
Lee, & Olson, 1992) examined young children's ability to distinguish 
between verbatim repetitions and paraphrases of an utterance. A 
series of stories were presented in which a puppet was to produce 
either an exact repetition of what a character in a story had said or a 
paraphrase of what the person in the story wanted. Needless to say, 
the experimenter "spoke" for the puppet while the children judged 
the adequacy of the response. Whereas they could readily reject incor- 
rect paraphrases, children under six found it impossible to reject a 
paraphrase when they were asked to  accept only "exactly what was 
said." We inferred that they could not systematically distinguish 
between a verbatim repetition and a paraphrase of that utterance. 
This is just what one would expect on the basis of the theory that 
writing is an important factor in "fixing a text." I f  the analysis I have 
proposed is correct, these are the products of learning certain graphic 
conventions. 

Once a script is taken as a model for speech it becomes possible to 
increase the mapping between the two, to allow a relatively close 
transcription of speech and conversely, to speak like a book. As scripts 
became more elaborate, their lexicalization or "reading" became more 
constrained. In fact, no script ever succeeds in completely determining 
the reading - any actor can read a simple statement in many different 
ways. The  script merely determines which variants will be treated as 
equivalent, as "the same words." I t  seems clear that any phonographi- 
cally based text, whether syllabary or alphabet, determines in large 
measure the lexical and grammatical properties of a reading. I t  is less 
certain for a logographic script such as Chinese which is designed to 
be read in quite different dialects and may, I am told, allow some 
variability in lexical and grammatical rendering even within a single 
community of readers. 
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How scripts control the reading is nicely illustrated by Boorman 
(1986) in his discussion of the history of musical scores. In the - 
sixteenth century, composers began to add notafion~to their scores to 
l-_.._ ~. _T___~ restrlct performers' autonomy in realizing a musical composltron. As a ---- ----- 
consequence tIiE-Ianguage ofmus~c became more complex. The trend 
was part of a general reaction against the ambiguity of scribal and early 
printed forms. Parallel developments occurred in the development of 
conventions for punctuation of texts (Morrison, 1987). 

A second advantage that resulted from taking the script as a model 
for language, was that it allowed the formation of explicit logics, 
grammars and dictionaries (Goody, 1987). Alphabetic scripts are 
taken, somewhat mistakenly, as models of phonology (Harris, 1986). 
In all cases, the script became a useful model for the language, turning 
some structural aspects of speech into objects of reflection, planning 
and analysis. 

But the fact that alphabetic scripts can be lexicalized in only one 
way creates a blind spot that we have only recently come to recognize. 

I 
Because an alphabetic scr&@aaaf;raps~ribe~aything that can be said, 
it is tempting to take it  as a complete representation of a speaker's 
. . ~ 

. .- .. -. . . . . . . . . ..>- 
utterance. Just as the readers ofalogographlc scrlpt or a syllabic s izpt  

may be unaware of what their script does not represent, namely, the 
phonological properties of their language, so we, alphabetics, may be 
unaware of what our writing system does not explicitly represent. In 
fact, our writing system, too, represents only part of the meaning; it is 
a simple illusion that it is a full model of what is said. An utterance 
spoken with an ironic tone is represented in writing the same way as 
the same utterance spoken with a serious tone. Again, a skilled actor 
can read the same text in many different ways. So the graphic form 
does not completely determine the reading. 

The blind spot which our alphabetic script continues to impart 

jl( 

leads us into two kinds of errors. It invites the inference that any 
meaning we personally see in a text is actually there and is completely 
determined by the wording - the problem of literalism. Conversely 
any other "reading" of that text is seen as the product of ignorance or 
hardness of heart." How to cope with this interpretive problem 

attracted the best minds of Europe for a millennium giving rise 
ultimately to the new way of reading we associate with the Reforma- 

tive; what is critical is understanding what a script represents and ' 

tion. Secondly, i t  leads literate people to an oversimplified notion of 1 

what it fails to represent. 
So what aspects of speech are not represented in a writing system? 

This too, has many classical answers. Plato thought that writing 
represented the words but not the author. Rousseau (1754-9111966) 
thought it represented the words but not the voice. Some say that it 1 

what "to read" means. Does "read" mean to lexicalize or "decode" a 
text or does "read" mean to construct a meaning? Is it decoding or 
interpretation? Battles over the verb "read" are usually non-produc- 

represents the form but not the meaning. I suggest that while writing1 
provides a reasonable model for what the speaker said, it does not\ 

\ 
provide much of a model for what the speaker meant by it, or more' 
precisely how the speaker or writer intended the utterance to be taken. 
I t  does not well represent what is technically known as illocutionary 
force. Writing systems by representing the former have left us more or 
less blind to the latter. 

I have tried to establish four points. First, writing is not the 2 
transcription of speech but rather provides a conceptual model for that 
speech. I t  is for this reason that typologies of scripts - as logographic, 
syllabic and alphabetic - are at best rough descriptions rather than 
types; there never was an attempt to represent such structural features 
of language. Second, the history of scripts is not, contrary to the - common view, the history of failed attempts and partial successes 

J 

towards the invention of the alphabet, but rather the by-product of 
attempts to use a script for a language for which it is ill-suited. Third, 
the models of language provided by our scripts are both what is 
acquired in the process of learning to read and write and what is 
employed in thinking about language; writing is in principle meta- @ 
linguistics. Thus, our intellectual debt to our scripts for those aspects 
of linguistic structure for which they do provide a model and about 
which they permit us to think, is enormous. And finally, the models 
provided by our script tend to blind us toward other features of 
language which are equally important to human communication. That 
is the topic of the next chapter. 

Writing systems, then, do represent speech. But not in the way that 
is conventionally held. Writing systems create the categories in terms 
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of which we become conscious of speech. T o  paraphrase Whorf 
(1956), we introspect our language along lines laid down by our 
scripts. We have seen what our scripts reveal to us; we turn now to 
what they may conceal. 

5 WHAT WRITING D O E S N ' T  REPRESENT. 
HOW TEXTS ARE TO BE TAKEN 

"Smlie when you say that", how do you sm~le in writing? 

YOU attribute to letters a fortune that they cannot possess 

(Plato, Phaedrusl 

In the preceding chapter we concluded that because writing is "read," 
it comes to be taken as a model for speech; whatever is represented in 
the script becomes an object of knowledge or awareness to the person 
literate in that script. Thus, to the alphabetically literate person, 
speech is seen as composed of a string of phonemes represented by the 
letters of the alphabet. Furthermore, the model provided by the script 
tends to be seen as a complete representation of what is said. The 
alphabet in particular is usually celebrated for its ability to transcribe 
anything that can be said and to represent any speaker's or writer's 
intention. That, as we saw, is what misleads many writers to think of 
the alphabet as a simple cipher. 

In this chapter we reverse the ground by focusing on aspects of 
meaning that writing systems fail to represent and which consequently 
are difficult to bring into consciousness. I refer, not to what is said but 
rather to the indications provided by a speaker and by the shared 
context as to how what is said is to-be taken by the listener or audience. 
The hypothesis we consider in this chapter is that whereas spoken 
utterances tend to indicate both what is said and how it is to be taken, -- 
written o n e ~ ~ e d f y ~ v  the f q  In subsequent chapters 
we shall examine the ways in which attempts to cope with the 
limitations of scripts contributed to the conceptual revolutions associ- ! ated with literate culture. 

Two simple illustrations may help to indicate what scripts fail to 
represent. If one says, as Eeyore did to Pooh: "You're a real friend," 
tone of voice and context may indicate whether it is said sincerely or 

I ironically. A writing system which simply transcribed what was said 
I 



T H E  W O R L D  O N  P A P E R  

would capture neither tone nor context. Yet the tone and context 
convey part of the meaning of an utterance. In fact, it is well known 
that young children are more sensitive to the tone and context of an 
utterance than to its precise verbal form. 

A second type of illustration. Herbert Simon is reported to have 
said (and written) that the mind is a computer. That expression, 
however, gives no indication of how it is to be taken; was it intended to 
be taken literally or metaphorically? Similarly, when the pre-Socratic 
philosopher Empedocles said that the salt sea was the sweat of the 
earth, was he being scientific or poetic? There is nothing in the 
transcription of what was said that indicates how the author intended 
it to be taken. Sincerity, seriousness and commitment are aspects of 
what is said which are not represented by a script which transcribes 
(or is taken as representing) phonemes, words and sentences. 

Halliday (1985) points out that these omissions are the result of the 
difficulty writing systems have in capturing features of 
speech, such as the rising intonation in a question, and paralinguistic 
features such as volume and voice quality - ironic tone among them. I t  
is difficult to represent stress and intonation in a script because such 
features are spread out over an utterance. Rather than represent such 
features directly, many scripts have turned to representations of what 
those prosodic and paralinguistic features signify either through meta- 
linguistic commentary (Tannen, 1985) or through punctuation 
marks. The earliest Greek texts consist of strings of letters without 
word spaces or punctuation. Vai texts are strings of syllables. Modern 
scripts represent some of the prosodic features of speech by punctu- 
ation marks which are not "read" but indicate how what is written is 
to be read; "Bob!" is to be read differently from "Bob?" 

While the linguistic features that writing fails to capture are by now 
reasonably well known, their contribution to meaning is both more 
complex and less upell known. In the theory of Speech Acts (Austin, 
1962) a distinction is drawn between the locutionary act - what is said 
or asserted -and the illocutionarv force - how the speaker intended 
what was said to be taken - as a statement. a prarmse, -- ' a a m m a n d  --A a 
declaration ... ~~.. .~ or a n e x p L e s s & . o f ~ .  Illocutionary force, ordinarily, 
is not lexicalized: We say "I'll get it" rather than "I promise that 1'11 
get it," we say "Sit down" rather than "I order you to sit down" and 
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we say "Hydrogen is a chemical element" rather than "I assert that 
hydrogen is a chemical element" and so on. Lyons (1977, Vol. 2, 
p. 731) notes that "illocutionary uptake is a necessary . . . condition of 
. . . understanding an utterance." Consequently, listeners have little 
difficulty recognizing a command when they hear one even if it is 
disguised as a simple prediction such as "Candidates will provide their 
own drawing equipment." All oral utterances are composed of both 
what is said and some indication of how they are to be taken - as 
statement, question, command, promise or whatever; writing, captur- 
ing only what was said, represents only the former. How it is to be 
taken is underspecified and hence becomes the central problem in 
interpreting written texts and a critical problem in composing them. 

The first argument of this chapter, then, is that the illocutionary 
force is an aspect of an utterance which in oral discourse is, by and 
large, detectable by a listener. A written transcription, on the other - 
hand, captures only a privileged aspect of the utterance,--nnly, - --- 
"what is said" and not "how it is to be - taken." Oversimplifying 
somewhat, writing readily represents the locutionary act, leaving illo- 
cutionary force underspecified. Recovering that force becomes a 
fundamental problem in reading and specifying it a central problem in 
wnting. 

Worse still, because illocutionary force is not indicated in the 
transcription of what is said, and because what is transcribed tends to 
be taken as a completely adequate representation of what is meant, 
naive readers often fail to see that there is any problem. Indeed, the 
'discovery and then the management of illocutionary force make up a 
fundamental part of the history of literacy. The history of reading may 
be seen, in part, as a series of attempts to  recognize and to cope with 
what is not represented in a script. 

The  significance of a text is perhaps the easiest aspect of illo- 
cutionary force to detect and to represent graphically. Among the 
treasures of many museums and rare book collections are the illumi- 
nated manuscripts of the later Middle Ages - Bibles and Books of 
Hours - elaborated and adorned with beautiful illustrations in reds, 
blues and golds, and written in an ornate script. They are rightly 
regarded as objects of art. Could not the illuminations, in addition, be 
seen as an attempt to compensate for what was lost in simple tran- 
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Figure 5.1 From Liturgy and ritual horae, ca 1425 

4 scription of the words of the text? The illuminations tell the reader 
that these are not mere or ordinary words but sacred texts. The 

$&, manuscripts are icons as much as texts. In fact, the illuminations 'K'?'. changed importantly in the later Middle Ages, a point to which we 
&hb ' shall return. 
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Figure 5.2 POGO 

A more homely example comes from the comic strip Pogo in which / 
the speech of the Deacon is printed in Gothic script with the result 
that what he says "sounds" ponderous. The typographic choice in this 
case represents an aspect of the Deacon's speech which is otherwise 
unrepresented. 

For literate people, that is, people who take written language as the 
standard and the norm, it is difficult to imagine that writ~ng is a 
representation of only a part of speech, namely, phonemes, words, and 
sentences. It takes a special effort to see that the written version is not 
a complete representation of the speaker's or writer's intention. As 
mentioned, most readers are afflicted by the notion that texts mean 
just what they say. The inferred communicative intention is taken as 
much as given as the verbal form. Texts provide a representation of 
what was said but not of how the speaker intended it to be taken. The 
clues indicating the latter - prosodic and paralinguistic c k i n c l u d i n g  
intonation, stress and voice qualities which indicate "speakers' state of 
mind, the reservations and doubts, . . . the weight given to different 
parts of an argument" are lost in the act of transcribing what a speaker 
may say (Halliday, 1985, p . 3 ~ )  T o  make a written text clear this 
information must be "edited in" by descriptive commentary and by 
elaboration of a metalanguage indicating how the text is to be taken 
(Traugott & Pratt, 1980, p. 42). In the absence of such commentary, 
the reader is faced with the task of determining how the text is to be 
taken. A naive reader, faced with a text, may be tempted, indeed was 
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tempted as we shall see later, to ascribe whatever effect the text had on 
him or her as being the meaning intended by the writer.' 

Of course, such problems can occur also in speech. Shakespeare in 
Richard II (V, iv), has Bolingbroke moan under his breath "Have I no 
friend will rid me of this living fear [the King at Pomfret]?" which 
when overheard by his followers was interpreted as warrant for 
murder, much to the anguish of Bolingbroke. The point is that this is 
generally the case with written texts and suitable interpretive pro- 
cedures have to be developed to deal with them. Hermeneutics, the 
science of interpretation, is a science for interpreting just such written 
texts. Oral expressions require interpretation, of course, but they do 
not require a science, or at least the same science, of interpretation; 

mental assumption in anthropological linguistics is that all human 

interpretation can ordinarily take place unreflectively. 
Conceptual advance, I shall argue, comes first from inventing 

languages are capable in principle of expressing any thought. This is 
not to say that all languages are elaborated or specialized to the same 
degree in every domain but rather that if people fail to come to an 
agreement in face-to-face contexts, even people from different cul- 
tures, that failure is unlikely to be due to the limitations of language. 
Ordinary oral language is completely adequate for the representation 

@ 

of a full range of meanings, including direct expressions of truth. 

means for rationally and methodologically assigning interpretations to 
texts and second from inventing linguistic or other resources for 
controlling how a reader would take a text. Interpretation, wemay say, 
becomes conscious. 

' Justice Blenus Wright informs me that Appeal Courts djudicate on matters of law 
rather thm matters of credibility of evidence. They have mess  only to the written 
transcript of the praceedings rather than the actual oral statements presented in 
court. Hence they lack knowledge of "how" the recorded statements were expressed. 
an important part of their meaning. 

The second argument of this chapter, then, is that the reader's 
attempts to compensate for what had been lost in the act of writing a 
text is one of the means by which literacy imparts its conceptual 
advantages. 

But to say this may seem to imply a certain weakness or inadequacy 
or limitation in those who rely exclusively on oral speech. A funda- 
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Writing can scarcely improve on these basic resources, although as we 
shall see, by bringing these resources into consciousness, it may allow 
them to be systematically distinguished and exploited in somewhat 
different ways. 

Reported speech, the use of one person's speech by another person, 
presents many of the same problems that written texts do. Upon 
analysis reported speech presents three unique problems for which 
solutions must be sought by a speaker. First, the speaker requires 
some device to mark off quoted from direct speech. Second, the - Jb 
speaker -may have to indicate whether this is a direct quotation, 
indirect quotation or mere paraphrase or gist of what is said. And 

f +A- 
,- fC 

third, the speaker must find some means of expressing not just the 
content quoted but the manner in which it was expressed. How is one, 
for example, to express whether the cited utterance was a threat, a 
comment, an order, a suggestion or a guess? Or, to allude to the 
epigram at the beginning of this chapter, how do you report that 
something was said with a smile? Clearly a direct quotation of only the 
speaker's words will not capture how it was said nor consequently how 
the speaker intended it to be taken - a metalinguistic commentary has 
to be added. Thus in the management of reported speech - preserved 
expressions, speech divorced from context - speech and writing tend 
to diverge. 

In speech, brief quotation appears to be a relatively simple matter 
which is universally exploited. All languages, including languages 
without writing, have some metalinguistic terms, technically speech 
act verbs such as "say," "ask," "speak," and "tell" to distinguish 
direct from reported speech (Feld & Schieffelin, 1982; E. Goody, 
1978; Leech, 1983; McCormick, 1989; Rosaldo, 1982). Furthermore, 
at least some traditional cultures, such as the Eipo of West New 
Guinea (Heeschen, 1978) and the Limba of Sierra Leone, have a 4 & 1~ , , 
particular inflection to mark a quotation (Finnegan, 1988, p. so). (&&c- 
@otation may turn a piece of speech into the object of discussion 
(Feldman, 1991). And Chafe (1985) and Sperber (1975, p. 148) note 
that many non-literate cultures employ evidential markers, such as, 
it is the custom, or I saw mirh my om eyes, or it is said, some of which 
appear to have the effect of putting the statement in quotes. 
And capturing the attitude of the original speaker to the text 
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being quoted can be solved by imitating or describing the manner of 
speech - a sneering comment reported in a sneering intonation, a 
question with a question intonation and so on. 

Even then, there are limitations in the management of quotation in 
situations and cultures without writing. Distinctions between precise 
and approximate quotation may be vague or absent given the latitude 
involved in determining what is meant by "the very words" (Goody, 
1987, p. 168). Quotation or citation of longer pieces of discourse and 
quoting discourse from earlier periods in time, present additional 
difficulties - difficulties sufficiently severe that in traditional oral 
societies such tasks tend to be managed primarily by experts. First, 
there is the obvious problem of remembering the content and 
especially remembering the exact wording. And second, there is the 
matter of preserving and reporting not just what was said, whether 
word or content, but also the original speaker's attitude to that content, 
that is, the speech act or illocutionary force involved. In this case 
simple imitation may be difficult or impossible. How then is one to 
express whether an utterance was originally made as a threat or a 
prediction, or whether it was a guess or an assertion, or whether it was 
a literal claim or a loose metaphor? And thirdly, a refinement of the 
second, how was one to capture the degree or intensity of speaker's 
attitude to the utterance. Commands have a certain kind of illo- 
cutionary force but, within that category, how is one to convey 
whether it was an order or merely a suggestion? When Jesus told the 
rich man to sell all that he had, was that an order or a suggestion? How 
is one to characterize and convey the intensity of the speaker's original 
attitude to the expression. Let us examine these in turn. 

First, the memory problem. We who are immersed in literacy may 
find it difficult to imagine that extended discourse, especially dis- 
course from an earlier period could be quoted and thereby preserved 
without writing. But, in fact it can. There is now a flourishing branch 
of literary theory devoted to the topic of oral tradition, a sub-discipline 
that has convincingly shown that cultural traditions and specialized 
knowledge can be preserved and transmitted without the archival 
means that we literates rely on. Even the highly literate medieval 
scholars have been shown to rely primarily on memory rather than on 
written documents in most of their scholarly activities (Carruthers, 
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1990). I t  remains to be seen if the information intrusted to living 
memories is stored and interpreted in the same ways as that intrusted 
to written record. 

Vansina (196111965) who made extensive studies of African oral 
traditions pointed out that there are numerous special forms of 
discourse including slogans, proverbs, stories, poems, prayers which 
fall roughly into two classes, those that preserve the wording, pri- 
marily poetry, and those that preserve the content, primarily narra- 
tive. The recall of important content information was facilitated by 
mnemonic devices; some of these involved specific memorial devices 
similar to the quipu employed in Peru, others involved a traditional, 

! 
ritualized performance which would facilitate recall, and still others ' involved the use of professional remembrancers such'as bards, poets 
and rhapsodists. Through such means, remarkable storage of special- 
ized knowledge may be achieved and passed on. Since such speech is 
reported by rather than originated by the speaker, special marking 
such as the physical stance of the speaker, the vocal properties of the 
speech, and lexical markings such as "it is said" distinguish such 
speech (Bloch, 1975; Feldman, 1991). 

! 
The Ashanti, Vansina (196111965, pp. 37-38) informs us, had a 

royal employee who served as the keeper of the king's stool who not 
only preserved the physical object but also the history of the stool, that 
is, the history of the kingdom. Another group, the people of Luapula, 
have a number of traditions that are recited only when passing the 
places mentioned in the tales; the places served as mnemonics. 

Thus oral culture's do not rely only upon oral memory. The quipu, 
the mnemonic system developed in Peru, is perhaps best known and 
certainly one of the most impressive, so much so that some have 
considered it as a writing system (Gaur, 198411987). Quipu were 
knotted cords of variable colour and length tied together and attached 

i 
to a head-dress so as to make a fringe. Colour, length, type of knot all 

I had a meaning. The quipu were borrowed by the Inca to preserve oral 
I traditions, including names and chronologies. Vansina relates that on 

i some occasions penitents at confession may "read" off their sins from 
quipu specially constructed for that purpose. 

The line between a mnemonic device such as the quipu, and a 
writing system is not a technically defensible one. As we saw in the 
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preceding chapter no writing system is pure linguistic transcription. 
Writing systems differ in their methods of reading and interpreting, 
and more importantly for our purposes, in the concepts and assump- 
tions they may come to invoke regarding language, meaning, and 
reading. It is we, modern literates, who hold special beliefs about 
reading and interpretation that make other orientations to writing 
seem faulty or primitive. As we saw in Chapter 4, quipu are "read" in 
ways that preserve meaning rather than in a way that preserves 
particular wording and in that way are quite different from logo- 
graphic or alphabetic scripts. Quipu remind the tellers of significant 
events whereas some other scripts specify the verbal form of the idea. 
Yet beliefs about writing may not change even if the script does. So, 
for example, in the Middle Ages no distinction was drawn between 
writing systems and mnemonic systems. Carruthers (1990) and 
Leclercq (1961) pointed out that reading and memorizing were taught 
as a single activity and that the primary use of writing was as a record 
against which to check one's memory. Modern readers, as we shall see, 
use texts in a quite different way. 

Cultures without writing systems for preserving wording not only 
have physical devices for preserving factual information, they also 
employ poetic devices including symbolic devices such as homophony, 
metonymy and metaphor to make information memorable by preserv- 
ing the verbal form. Vansina reports that in Rwanda a poet will refer 
to a king as a hunter of zebras. The listener is expected to translate 
"killer of zebras" as a lion, recognizing that as a homophone of the 
king's title, the lion of Rwanda. Finnegan (1988, pp. 48-49) describes 
some of the forms of word play appreciated by the Limba, forms of 
onomatopoeia (words analogous to our "kerplunk"), simple puns 
(imitating children's whines as the sound of a young goat), nonsense 
words, mimicry, exaggeration of tone and length, all of which "reveal 
an attitude of self-conscious awareness to language." Gaur (19841 
1987, p. 21) tells us that the Yoruba of Nigeria use puns to convey 
messages. Young lovers may send one another strings of cowrie shells, 
six on a string to convey "I like you" because the word efa means both 
" ' >, 

SIX and "attracted" and eight on a string to convey "I agree" because 
ejo means both "eight" and "agreed." 

Havelock (1982), building on the work by Parry (1971) and Lord 

W H A T  W R I T I N G  D O E S N ' T  R E P R E S E N T  101 

(1960), developed a theory of how cultures without writing cope with 
the problem of preserving longer texts representing significant or 
sacred events. "Poetized speech" managed by memory specialists such 
as oral poets or wisemen, he argued, may serve as an oral encyclopedia, 
that is, a storehouse of important cultural information. In Havelock's 
view much of the "glory that was Greece" was the product of this oral 
rather than literate culture. Recent work has tempered Havelock's 
conclusions somewhat both because of a better understanding of 
writing systems and of the softening of the boundary between the 

3 r a l "  and the "literate" (Lynn-George, 1988). Finnegan (1988, p. 72) 
reviewing her own and others' work in this field concluded that ''the 
old idea of lengthy memorized transmission over centuries or even 
millennia may no longer be tenable, but over shorter time spans 
memorized transmission certainly takes place." 

T o  summarize this point: memory for what is said, that is the actual 
words of an expression, poses little problem in culmres without 
writing so long as the text is short and the delay brief. Longer texts, if 
specially crafted, can be preserved over longer periods of time. 
Mnemonic devices, coupled with figures of speech and metrical, 
poetized speech, permit the storage and retrieval of the verbal form of 
culturally significant information. Yet, verbatim memorization seems 
a uniquely literate activity, assuming as it does, the availability of an 
original or fixed version against which memory may be checked. 
Without such a transcript there is greater latitude in what is accepted 
as exactly what was said. As a result direct and indirect quotation may 
not be as sharply distinguished in oral contexts and in oral societies 
more generally. 

Memory for what the speaker or author intended by what was said 
poses different sorts of problems in oral and literate cultures. Even if 
one successfully remembers something close to the very words em- 
ployed by a speaker - no small feat - how is one to pass on the manner 
in which the original was expressed? Onemeans, widely exploited in at 
least some forms of written discourse, is to employ speech act and 
mental state terms such as "state," "deny," "imply," "concede," 
"allege" and the like. These verbs indicate the reporter's belief as to 
how the original speaker intended the expression to be taken. 

How is this handled in oral discourse and in oral cultures? In fact, it 
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need not be a problem. Just as the content of an utterance may be 
repeated, its manner of speaking may be imitated as well. A sneering 
intonation can be imitated just as easily as the linguistic form of the 
content. 

But the primary means for reporting how the speaker intended his 
or her utterance to be taken- the illocutionary force of an utterance - 
is through verbal descriptions of the manner in which the utterance 
was expressed - eagerly, hesitatingly, sternly, forthrightly, meekly, 
and the like - and through speech act verbs - said, asked, told, 
insisted, claimed, and the like. Do the linguistic resources for char- 
acterizing the illocutionary force of an utterance differ between oral 
and literate cultures? 

At least some lexical and syntactic resources are available in oral 
cultures for referring to the type and manner of reported speech. The 
study of speech acts in a variety of non-literate cultures has only begun 
and even then has not been done with a view to contrasting how 
speech acts are reported in speech as opposed to writing. Hence, i t  
may be somewhat misleading to construct a "synthetic oral type" 
(Bloch, personal communication, March, 1990). Yet some evidence is 
available which may be generalized to indicate how speech acts are 
reported in non-literate cultures. Stross' (1974) account of Tzeltal 
metalinguistics is indicative. A full range of speech acts occur includ- 
ing descriptions, apologies, announcements, and promises. Linguistic 
means for referring to these speech acts takes the basic form of a term 
for speech, "k'op" plus a modifier to indicate the kind of talk: 
examples include such things as "truthful talk," "talk within the 
heart," "mistaken talk," "threatening talk" and the like. 

Rajaonarison (personal communication, March, 1990) a native 
speaker of Malagasy, a traditional language of Madagascar, reports a 
variety of terms for referring to and quoting the speech of another 
person. The basic form is to employ a term for "talk" which can then 
be qualified by adding a second term to represent the kind of talk - 
question, denial, acceptance, with feeling, and qualified again to 
indicate manner - forcefully, repeatedly, directly and the like. 

Feld and Schieffelin (1982) found a rich set of metalinguistic terms 
in the language of the Kaluli, a traditional society of Papua New 
Guinea including the basic "say," "ask," and "tell" as well as "speak," 
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"hear" and "understand." Terms that provide some indication of how 
the original speaker intended an utterance to be taken were handled by 
adverbs of manner such as %peaking sadly," "speaking softly," and 
"speaking forcefully." 

Distinctive genres and the lexical means for referring to them have 
also been discussed. Feldman (1991) provides an analysis of the 
specialized genre employed by two traditional cultures, the Wana of 
Indonesia and the Ilongot of the Philippines. Feldman points out that 
both have special genres for handling sensitive topics by means of 
indirect speech forms which call for and bring into prominence issues 
of interpretation. Feldman notes that the Ilongot have several genres 
including conversation conducted in "straight" language, as well as a 
form of discourse for magical spells and formal oratory (purung) 
conducted with a special code called "crooked" language for which 
issues of interpretation also arise. She concludes that while writing 
may extend the length or depth of such analyses, "the matter of 
establishing a text and reflecting on it cannot require writing" (p. 56). 

Yet it is not clear that oral cultures make the same distinctions or 
elaborate them to the same degree as literate cultures do. Feldman's 
analysis suggests that the Ilongot acknowledged that crooked speech, 
essentially metaphorical discourse, called for interpretation but there 
is no indication that they also understood that straight speech is 
subject to misunderstanding and requires interpretation as well; the 
problem of interpretation, the need for a systematic search for an 
underlying intention, may be recognized only in a particular form of 
discourse. In  fact, in her analysis of speech acts, Rosaldo (1982) noted 
that Western assumptions about the distinctive intentions of the 
speaker lying behind any statement or command seemed inappropriate 
for the Ilongot. She reported that assertives, that is simple statements 
of fact, are not systematically distinguished from declaratives, that is, 
claims and edicts which create a truth rather than report one. Con- 
sequently, what is true is what one can get another to accept, not an 
objective account of a pre-existing fact. Furthermore, Rosaldo found 
that commissive speech acts such as promises which express a personal 

I 
intentional undertaking were absent as were expressive speech acts 
which represent underlying feelings such as gratitude and regret. 

Duranti (1985) reporting on the interpretive strategies of the 
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Samoans noted the absence of means for distinguishing an utterance 
from its underlying intention. What an utterance means depends upon 
what others take it to mean. Consequently, a Samoan speaker will not 
"reclaim the meaning of his words by saying 'I didn't mean it"' 
(p.49). It  means what the listener takes it to mean; the meaning is not 
seen as inhering in the words. 

McCormick (1989, 1993) in examining the influence of Spanish on 
Quechua, a Peruvian language, found that bilinguals borrow from 
Spanish for anything other than the basic notions of "say," "tell," 
"ask" and the like. When translating from Spanish to Quechua, 
speakers have nospeech act terms such as "deny." It  comes out as "say 
it is not true" or else the Spanish term is used. 

Heeschen (1978) who studied this problem in perhaps the greatest 
detail, pointed out that Eipo speakers, traditional peoples of West 
New Guinea, have an abundance of ways for talking about what had 
been said, frequently adopting general verbs for a more specific 

, linguistic purpose. However, there were, by his standards, limited 
lexical means for referring to language structure, to truth, and to .- I speech acts in  all a r e s  such reference was tied to content and linked 
to non-verbal behavior. Thus linguistic judgments referred to such 
infelicities as stuttering rather than ungrammaticality; judgments of 
truth-telling and lying were not based strictly on truth - irony, 
understatement and impoliteness were all considered examples of 
lying; and speech act types were marked non-lexically by "non-verbal 
behavior and paralinguistic features" (pp. 174-175) Nonetheless, 
speakers had little difficulty in expressing a full range of meanings and 
distinguishing among them even if they lacked specific terms for 
referring to them. 

Thus, it is impossible to deny that any natural language, including 
the more recently studied sign language (Klima & Bellugi, 1979), has 
the syntactic and word-forming resources to cope with any set of 
ideas; in that sense there are no primitive languages. Second, not only 
can oral languages cope with&the requirements of communication 
in face-to-face contexts, they have the resources to allow for quoted, 
that is, remembered information both through preserving the ideas via 
mnemonic systems and in a more exact verbal form through sayings, 
recitation under ritual conditions and through poetized speech. 
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Finally, oral cultures possess rnetalinguistic concepts to discuss at 
least some aspects of whqt was said and how it was to be taken. 
Traditional cultures are said to do with memory what literate or 
bureaucratic societies do with writing. These similarities lead many 
anthropologists to conclude that there is no great divide separating 
pre-literate or oral cultures from literate ones (Feldman, 1991; 
Finnegan, 1988; Scribner & Cole, 1981). 

But these similarities should not blind us to the important differ- 
ences. First, writing introduced a new awareness of linguistic struc- 
ture, especially the verbal form in contrast to the conveyed meaning, 
which added precision to the notion of what, precisely, was said. In 
the absence of writing, recounting what someone has said and their 
manner of saying it is likely to vary dramatically from one reporter to 
the next. Ong (1982, p. 65) has pointed out that even the most critical 
words of Jesus, "This is my body . . . This is the cup of my blood" 
were reported differently by each of his disciples. And as mentioned, 
both Goody and Finnegan reported the latitude which oral poets 
revealed in their interpretation of what was meant by "the same 
words" - as long as it had the same meaning, they thought of it as 
being composed of the same words. 

The literate's awareness of words and wording had some conceptual 
implications at least in the Western tradition. Havelock (1982) was the 
fust to suggest that the oral Homer talked and thought about language 
in quite a different way from the literate Aristophanes: 

Archaic terminology has described human language synthetically, as song, 
speech, utterance, saying, talk. (Neither epos nor logos originally signified the 
separated word.) In the Aristophanic critique one detects an increasing 
tendency to view language as though it were broken up into bits and pieces of 
separate passages, divided into lines, measures, feet, stanzas. 

(PP. 289-~90) 

Palmer (1980) noted the evolution in classical Greece of technical 
prose suitable for the expression of what had been seen, inferred, 
conjec~red and the like. 

Vansina (1961J1965) pointed out how the literate historian can 
analyze the traditions preserved in the versions of the oral tradition in 
order to find out the truth. This ability to distinguish between the 
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facts of the matter and the forms of the telling was not ordinarily 
visible to those who passed on the oral tradition. The reason is simple. 
The literate historian could collect up the versions, transcribe them to 
form documents, and then compare the documents, looking for tell- 
tale signs of interpolation as well as for invariants. Goody (1987) has 
provided an abundance of evidence for the importance of writing for 
making lists, tables, analogies, syllogisms, for explicitly representing 
forms of argument, and for preserving and comparing narrative 
accounts. 

Secondly, the need to cast events into poetic or memorable form 
provided constraints on telling that necessarily made the poetized 
version differ from what would have been conveyed in a direct 
account. In fact, Havelock proposed that the elaborate panoply of gods 
and heroes of the Homeric epics were used, perhaps even invented, to 
make significant cultural information memorable. Consequently, 
memorized epics reported "a panorama of happenings rather than a 
program of principles" (1982, p. 226). While some more recent writers 
(Lynn-George, 1988) have called into question the validity of assign- 
ing Homer rigidly to the oral side of the oral-literate dimension, there 
seems less doubt that memorization introduces different constraints 
than freely invented and yet preserved discourse. Only when freed 
from the constraints of memorization, Havelock suggests, could texts 
be formulated and preserved which addressed such traditional issues as 
"What is justice?" or "What is the good?" or "What is magic?" or 
"What is mind?" philosophically, that is, as theoretical issues. 

Third, just how successful such techniques are for the verbatim 
preservation of longer texts remains unclear. While Finnegan refers to 
"lengthy memorized transmissions" she also acknowledges that a basic 
feature of oral forms of discourse, including oral literature, is "their 
lack of fixity. There tends to be more linguistic elasticity, less idea of 
verbal accuracy" (p. 57). Goody (1987)~ too, noted that while memori- 
zation occurs, there is some latitude as to what is meant by a correct 
reproduction; "there is little evidence of exact copying, of verbatim 
reproduction" (p. 151). In fact, the concept 'verbatim' is a relatively 
modem word coined only in the fifteenth cen tu~y .~  Memorization, 

1 am indebted to J. P. Small for pointing this out. 
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without writing, is only misleadingly called "verbatim." Hunter 
(1985) has argued convincingly that verbatim memory of longer texts 
does not occur unless there is a written text against which memory can /lor@.- 7 
be checked. Without such a verbatim record dispute about particular 

/,,&*. 
wordings are likely to be unresolved because recall of wording is 
strongly influenced by the semantic or meaning properties of the text. 

This point is important for what follows for if, in oral contexts, 
there is dispute as to meaning, that dispute cannot be solved by more 
precise attention to the wording of a text, or consequently, to its 
precise meaning - for that precise wording will be lost. Complex 
assumptions are involved in determining how carefully one attends to 
the lexical and syntactic properties of a text (as we shall see in Chapter 
6). But if the text is not fixed precisely, appeal to wording as a basis for 
resolving disputes regarding meaning is likely to be replaced by appeal 
elsewhere, namely, to the authority, whether wiseman or poet, or to 
the muses. This point may be stated another way. With a written text, 
interpretation can turn into a research enterprise with the preserved 
wording serving as one kind of evidence in the formation of a 
judgment. In an oral context, such judgments rely more heavily upon 
authority or majority opinion. 

A somewhat spectacular exception to that rule is the Vedic tradi- 
tion, the memorization and study of the ancient scriptures of Hindu- J 
ism, which was conducted exclusively by oral means. While some have 
argued that writing must have been involved at some stage (Goody, 
1987)~ for present purposes it is not necessary to deny that such study 
and analysis could be done orally but only to insist that whatever 
system is employed, oral or written, will specify the categories and 
relations in terms of which we think about speech and language. 
Writing has offered up concepts for some properties while leaving us 
blind to others. 

And finally, and perhaps most importantly, the preservation of 
speech acts takes a somewhat different f om,  I suggest, in oral 
tradition than in a written one. In oral context, a poet, orator or 
conversationalist tends to rely on direct quotation (see Vansina, 19611 
1965, pp. 58-59) of the words of the speaker, to some degree of 
accuracy, using his own tone of voice to convey the speech act 
involved. Chaytor (1945) says of oral narration: "the audience wanted 
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a story with plenty of action and movement, the story, as a rule, 
showed no great command of character drawing; this was left to the 

J reciter for portrayal by change of voice and gesture" (p. 3). T o  report 
the speech of another, the oral story teller uses such verbs as "say," 
"tell," "ask" and "answer" to mark the fact that the speech is not the 
speaker's own freely invented discourse, and, secondly, uses "change 
of voice and gesture" to mark the type of speech act. 

In reading a written text, a new burden falls on the reader to 
reconstruct the speaker's or writer's attitude to the text and a new 
burden falls on the writer to characterize that attitude through exclus- 
ively lexical means. As we have seen, in reporting another's speech an 
orator can report not only the words employed but also the speaker's 
attitude to those words, that is, the speech act; the orator does not 
need to say "He insisted that . . ."; the orator can simply repeat the 
claim uring an insistent tone of voice. T o  make writing serve the same 
functions that speech has served, new verbs and new concepts have to 
be invented, concepts such as "literal" and "metaphorical" as well as 
those expressed by the terms "stated," "insisted" or "implied," which 
when nominalized, could yield such novel entities as "conjectures," 
"statements" and "implications." These are the things out of which 
modem epistemology was constructed (Febvre, 194zI1982, p. 355). 

In a similar vein, Janet Astington and I (Olson & Astington, 1990) 
noted the massive borrowing of vocabulary from Latin into English 
that occurred in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A conspi- 
cuous part of this borrowing included the speech act and mental state 
verbs that have come to play such a large part in recent psychology and 
philosophy of mind. Speech act verbs are those that can take the place 
of the verb say while mental state terms are those that can take the 

'1 \ )p  
lace of the verb think. An indication of the borrowing of terms for 

fl W referring to what people say, write and think, is given by the facts P @ v" depicted in Table 5.1. 
4'++ As an aside, i t  is interesting to note that in this sense drama is a 

simpler linguistic form to write than prose; in drama the actor is left 
the task of deciding how to "interpret" the lines to the audience. A 
prose writer, on the other hand, is ordinarily required to tell the reader 
how to interpret those lines. In a sense reading requires every reader 
to become an actor; the reader has to "interpret" the lines he or she 
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Table 5.1. Date offirst known use in English of some speech act and 
mental state verbs 

Germanic Latinate 

believe OE assert 
know OE assume 
mean OE claim 
aY OE concede 
tell OE conclude 
think OE confirm 
understand early MEb contradict 

criticize 
declare 
define 
deny 
discover 
doubt 
explain 
hypothesize 
imply 
infer 
interpret 
observe 
predict 
prove 
remember 
suggest 

1604 
1436 
ME 
1632 
ME 
ME 
'570 
1649 
ME 
ME 
ME 
ME 
ME 
'5'3 
1596 (Greek) 
ME 
1526 
ME 
late ME 
1546 
ME 
ME 
I qz6 

' OE = Old English (before r r 50) 
ME = Middle English (115(t-1350) 

(late ME 1350-1450) 
Source: The Oxford English Dictionary 

reads just as an actor has to "interpret" the lines for an audience, by 
uttering the lines with the correct expression. However, the modern 
prose reader's task is much simpler than the actor's as the reader is 
aided in this task by the writer exploiting a new range of speech act 
and mental state terms that explicitly indicate how the writer intends 
the reader to take the content of the utterance. Text thus shaped up for 
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reading rather than performing is what gives prose its distinctive 
character. 

So it is in this way that writing comes into its own. Ironically, 
writing comes into its own because of the limitations of the writing 
system not, counter to our usual assumption, because of the limita- 
tions of speech. As writing systems evolved they came to be seen as 
representations of the lexical and syntactic properties of the language; 
speech act properties carried by stress and intonation are not captured 
by the script. Just as the history of writing systems can be seen as 
employing graphic means as representations of the phonological and 
morphological properties of speech, so the elaboration of speech act 
verbs such as "claim" and "insist" as well as punctuation marks 
including the period, exclamation mark, and quotation mark can be 

I 
upon explicitly representing. that is, categorizing the utterance as a 

seen as lexical and graphic means for representing speech acts (Parkes, 
1992). Distinctions marked informally in speech, such as rising in- 
tonation or raised eyebrows, have to be explicitly represented by 
graphic means in writing. The question mark, to cite a single case, is a 

question. 
The problems involved in explicitly representing the force of an 

utterance were as significant as those involved in the invention of the 
alphabet to represent the verbal form. In both cases, writing is largely 
a matter of inventing communicative devices which can be taken as 

-I 

"" 

explicit representations of aspects of language which were expressed 
non-lexically in speech and thereby bringing those aspects of linguistic 

duplication of the first letter of the Latin word paertio which was 
reversed and written above the period at the end of the sentence 
(Halliday, 1985, p. 33). Thus the use of the question mark depended 

structure and meaning into consciousness. 
The view that writing provides a model for sueakingpermits us to 

reassess the issue of whether or not oral cultures have the same 
conceptual and linguistic resources as literate ones. Theories of 
literacy from Levy-Bruhl to McLuhan have implied that the absence 
of a particular linguistic or literary form in an oral culture indicated an 
absence of the corresponding conceptual structure. Anthropologists 
such as Finnegan, Sperber, Bloch, and Heeschen, looking more 
directly at social forms of discourse, claim that similar forms and 
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distinctions are made in both oral and literate cultures. Both could be 
right. Writing adds less than it explicates. 

What writing requires, and what the history of literacy achieves, is 
the evolution of graphic communicative devices which then serve as 
explicit models of phonology, morphology, and syntax, but also of 
speech act and discourse properties whether handled by grammar, by 
prosodic and paralinguistic cues such as tone, intonation and stress, or 
by non-verbal context. The history of literacy, in other words,fie 
snuggle to recover what was lost in simple transcription. The solution 
is to turn non-lexical properties of speech such as stress and intonation 
into lexical ones; one announces that the proposition expressed is to be 
taken as an assumption or an inference and whether it is to be taken 
metaphorically or literally. But in making those structures explicit, 
that is representing them as concepts, and marking them in a public 
language, those structures themselves become objects of reflection 
That is what makes possible what we may think of as literate thought 
and literate discourse. 

T o  summarize: in cultures where writing is available, writing 
becomes a medium of choice in a number of domains because of its 
permanence (Clanchy, 1979; W. Harris, 1989). But what writing gains 
in permanence it loses in comprehensiveness. The literal 'Ldeath of the , 
author" entails that the author cannot be consulted as to how the text 
was to be taken. Writing readily preserves the lexical and syntactic 
properties of speech but loses the voice-qualities of the speaker 
including stress and intonation, the "silent language" revealed in 
bodily clues manifest in the eyes, hands, and stance as well as the 
cognitively shared context, all of which in oral contexts indicate how 
the utterance is to be taken. The problem for writing then becomes 
that of inventing devices, including lexical and syntactical ones, which 
can compensate for what is lost. And the problem in reading is in 
mastering those clues and the hermeneutical techniques which 
provide some indication of how the writer intended the text to be 
taken. 

The problem became acute in Western culture in reading sacred 
texts in which the illocutionary force was often unspecified. Just how 
was one to take Jesus' statement "This is my body"? The attempt to 
recover the illocutionary force of such an utterance engaged many of 



112 T H E  W O R L D  O N  PAPER 

the best minds for a millennium. The traditional arts of rhetoric, like 
the specialized genres employed in traditional societies, are attempts to 
manage illocutionary force. Appeals to the king took a particular form 
which marked the subservience of the appellant, sermons attempted to 
persuade the listeners to live a life of virtue, and poetry was to inform 
and entertain (Murphy, 1971). It was not enough to say the right 
words; they had to be said in such a way as to assure their appropriate 
uptake. 

Even the remarkable illuminations framing medieval Bibles and 
Books of Hours can be seen as non-verbal devices for indicating how 
the accompanying texts were to be understood. Morrison (190) has 
provided a fascinating account of the changing role that these illumi- 
nations played in the expression of meaning in the twelfth century. 
Earlier illuminations were a critical part of the text. The interpretive 
assumption was that the words together with the pictures presented 
modes or components of information which when pulled together by 
the reader provided an epiphany, a revelation, of the true meaning, 
which ultimately was God. Consequently, texts were written in a 
"nuclear" manner consisting ofa  series of points or parts which, while 
not related logically, led the viewer or reader to form a synthesis. In 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries illumination changed its character 
in that images became subordinated to the text which came, increas- 
ingly, to be seen as the primary conveyor of meaning. And with the 
emphasis on the text came, Morrison suggests, the greater concern 
with the logical form of a text, with single, clear lines of argument and 
universal unambiguous meanings of terms. This linearity was also 
reflected in the development ofa single linear perspective in art. Thus 
advances in the visual arts reflected changes in ways of reading - a 
theme we examine in Chapter 8. 

So the illuminations in the manuscripts of the Middle Ages like the 
rubricated versions of the Christian Bible in which the words of Jesus 
were printed in red ink are means for indicating illocutionary force of a 
text, that is, as supplements to the text rather than as part of the text 
itself When texts begin to provide verbal indications of how any 
expression is to be taken, we have the beginnings of modern prose. 

Why rs illocutionary force not represented lexically or syntactically 
in language in the first place, for if it had been, literacy would require 
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little more than learning the script? T o  some extent it is: questions 
are represented by subject-verb inversion, commands by subject 
deletion, and assertions by full subject predicate constructions. But 
other more subtle features are expressed by intonation, stress, presup- 
position and genre choice. Why are those features not represented 
lexically? My guess is that illocutionary force is the most primitive 
part of language, the part of language shared with other animals and 
readily detected by infants (Bruner, 1983). These features were pre- 
served through evolution, new lexical and syntactic resources being 
added to these. Orders, for example, are expressed through grammati- 
cal means as well as through shrieks and howls. Grammar evolved to 
express propositional content; writing systems, to the extent that they 
model the grammar, preserved the grammatical and lexical aspects of 
an utterance. What remained to be invented were devices for repre- 
senting the illocutionary force, devices which, so far as possible, 
indicated just how the speaker or writer intended his or her utterance 
to be taken. Some such devices exist in all languages for as Leech 
(1983) pointed out all languages possess some metalanguage for indiJ 
cating how utterances are to be taken. However, the problem became 
acute not so much in writing as in interpreting sacred texts where it 
became a matter of dogma as to how particular utterances were to be 
taken. That was the domain in which a systematic articulation of 
intentionality was worked out. We shall examine this problem in 
Chapter 7 when we consider the history of reading. 

The significance of writing for economic and bureaucratic activities 
is quite clear and relatively well established (Clanchy, 1979; Eisen- 
stein, 1979; Goody, 1987). But the significance ofwriting for its role in 
explicating intentions - of turning attitude$ towards what oneself or 
others say into concepts - is not. I believe it to he only a slight 
overstatement to claim that the use of writing for representing the 
ways the speaker intends his utterance to be taken and the subsequent 
attempts to shape up writing to represent adequately these ways of 
"taking" was to have a more dramatic impact on our representations of 
ourselves and our world than its more obvious recording functions. 
Texts written to circumvent the limits of simple transcription are, by 
definition, texts written to be read; such texts mark the beginning of 
written prose and ultimately of texts as representations. 
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Paradoxically, the &dentanding of literal meaning of an utterance 
was to await the development of an understanding of illocutionary 
force - how the author intends the text to be taken. In the next chapter 
we shall examine just what is involved in interpretation and review 
recent research on children's developing understanding of what texts 
mean and what speakers and writers mean by them and the role that 
literacy plays in this development. 

THE RECOVERY O F  COMMUNICATIVE 
INTENTION 
.......................................................... 
Reading precedes interpretation. 

(Quintilian) 

Not to interpret is impossible. 
(Italo Calvino, Mr. Paiomar) 

The Christian Bible tells the story of an Ethiopian eunuch, the keeper 
of the queen's treasure, who was reading the prophet Isaiah when 
Philip, an evangelist, approached him and asked "Do you understand 
what you are reading!" to which the Ethiopian replied "How can I, 
unless some one guides me?" (Acts 8: 2635). When interpretation 
becomes impossible, we require a theory, a set of concepts, to guide 
us. That held by the Ethiopian, it appears, is that the correct interpre- 
tation depends upon insider information, the expert. 

Although the problem of interpretation is relatively conspicuous 
when one is dealing with written texts which have been carried from 
one context to another, it is implicit in all of language use. All 
understanding is interpretation, as Gadamer (1975) has pointed out. 
People do, after all, say things and mean things by them. They make 
requests, give advice and commands, they tease, joke and lie, they 

I simply report on states of affairs, they exaggerate, understate, and 
! imply, and they cooperate, ridicule, and patronize. As we saw in the 
! 

last chapter, in face-to-face discourse a listener has access to both the 
verbal form of the utterance and to the speaker's style, stance and tone 

I as well as context to determine what is meant. And if failure occurs the 
listener's simple "What?" or even a failure to respond calls for a 

1 revision. 
1 But problems of interpretation become serious when one is faced 
i 

with a transcription of what was said, the transcription capturing only 
i the content of the utterance and not its tone. The  speaker's attitude i has to be inferred by the reader. That too is ordinarily done unreflect- 
1 ively, the resulting interpretation being ascribed to the text as "what 

i 


