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WRITING IS A TECHNOLOGY THAT 
RESTRUCTURES THOUGHT 

WALTER 1. ONG, SJ 

1 
1 : 

I 

LITERACY is imperious. It tends to arrogate to itself supreme power 
by taking itself as normative for human expression and thought. 
This is particularly true in high-technology cultures, which are built 
on literacy of necessity and which encourage the impression that 
literacy is an always to be expected and even natural state of affairs. 
The term 'illiterate' itself suggests that persons belonging to the 
class it designates are deviants, defined by something they lack, 
namely literacy. Moreover, in high-technology cultures-which, 
more and more, are setting the style for cultures across the world- 
since literacy is regarded as so unquestionably normative and nor- 
mal, the deviancy of illiterates tends to be thought of as lack of a 
simple mechanical skill. Illiterates should learn writing as they 
learned to tie their shoe-laces or to drive a car. Such views of writing 
as simply a mechanical skill obligatory for all human beings distort 
our understanding of what is human 
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grows out of high-literacy cultures, depending for its invention and 
operation on the widespread cultivation of writing and reading. 
Classical scholars, from Milman Parry-the prime mover in the 
orality-literacy universe-through Albert Lord, Eric Havelock, 
and others, sociologists and linguists such as Jack Goody, Wallace 
Chafe, and Deborah Tannen, cultural anthropologists such as Jeff 
Opland, historians such as M. T. Clanchy, and many others from 
even more diversified fields, including the late Marshall McLuhan, 
the greatest diversifier of all, have opened vistas into primary oral- 
ity which enable us better to  understand differences between the 
oral and the literate mind. My own work in opening such vistas, for 
whatever it is worth, began deep in Renaissance and earlier intel- 
lectual history, and has moved into the present, without, I hope, 
losing live contact with the past. We can now view in better per- 
spective the world of writing in which we live, see better what this 
world really is, and what functionally literate human beings really 
are-that is, beings whose thought processes do not grow out of 
simply natural powers but out of these powers as structured, directly 
or indirectly, by the technology of writing. Without writing, the 
literate mind would not and could not think as it does, not only 
when engaged in writing but even when it is composing its thoughts 
in oral form. 

Functionally literate persons, those who regularly assimilate dis- 
course such as this, are not simply thinking and speaking human 
beings but chirographically thinking and speaking human beings 
(latterly conditioned also by print and s i m p l y  but writing 
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exists only 
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I have discussed these formulaic and narrative strategies in Oral- 
ity and Literacy (1982). In 1985, John Miles Foley's new Oral- 
Formulaic Theory and 
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they knew as written, such as English 
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understand. The technology of writing was not merely useful to 
Plato for broadcasting his critique of writing, but it also had been 
responsible for bringing the critique into existence. Although there 
was no way for Plato to be explicitly aware of the fact, his philo- 
sophically analytic thought, including his analysis of the effects of 
writing, was possible only because of the effects that writing was 
having on mental processes. We know that totally oral peoples, 
intelligent and wise though they often are, are incapable of the 
protracted, intensive linear analysis that we have from Plato's 
Socrates. Even when he talks, Plato's Socrates is using thought 
forms brought into being by writing. In fact, as Eric Havelock 
has beautifully shown in his Preface to Plato (1963), Plato's 
entire epistemology was unwittingly a programmed rejection of the 
archaic preliterate world of thought and discourse. This world was 
oral, mobile, warm, personally interactive (you needed live people 
to produce spoken words). It was the world represented by the 
poets, whom Plato would not allow in his Republic, because, 
although the 
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I11 

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

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

Although we take writing so much for granted as to forget that it 
is a technology, writing is in a way the most drastic of the three 
technologies of the word:It initiated what printing and electronics 
only 
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IV 

Once reduced to space, words are frozen and in a sense dead. Yet 
there is a paradox in the fact that the deadness of the written or 
printed text, its removal from the living human lifeworld, its rigid 
visual fixity, assures its endurance and its potential for being resur- 
rected into limitless living contexts by a limitless number of living 
readers. The dead, thing-like text has potentials far outdistancing 
those of the simply spoken word. The complementary paradox, 
however, is that the written text, for all its permanence, means 
nothing, is not even a text, except in relationship to the spoken 
word. For a text to be intelligible, to deliver its message, it must be 
reconverted into sound, directly or indirectly, either really in the 
external world or in the auditory imagination. All verbal expres- 
sion, whether put into writing, print, or the computer, is ineluctably 
bound to sound forever. 

Nevertheless, by contrast with natural, oral speech, writing is 
completely artificial. There is no way to write 'naturally'. Oral 
speech is fully natural to human beings in the sense that every 
human being in every culture who is not physiologically or psycho- 
logically impaired learns to talk. Moreover, while talk implements 
conscious life, its use wells up naturally into consciousness out of 
unconscious or subconscious depths, though of course with the 
conscious as well as unconscious co-operation of society. Despite 
the fact that they govern articulation and thought processes them- 
selves, grammar rules or structures normally originate, live, and 
function far below the level at which articulation functions. You 
can know how to use the grammatical rules or structures and even 
how to set up new rules or structures that function clearly and 
effectively without being able to state what they are. Of all the 
hundreds of thousands of grammar rules or structures that have 
been at work in all the tens of thousands of languages and dialects 
of humankind, only the tiniest fraction have ever been articulated 
at all. 

Writing or script differs as such from speech in that it is not 
inevitably learned by all psychologically or physiologically unim- 
paired persons, even those living in highly literate cultures. More- 
over, the use of writing or script does not inevitably well up out of 
the unconscious without the aid of stated rules. The process of put- 
ting spoken language into writing is governed by consciously con- 
trived, articulated procedures: for example, a certain pictogram 
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will be consciously determined to stand for a celtain specified word 
or concept, or a will be consciously ruled to represent a certain 
phoneme, b another, and so on. (This is not at all to deny that the 
writer-reader situation created by writing is deeply involved with 
unconscious processes which are at work in composing written texts 
once one has learned the explicit, consciously controlled rules for 
transposing sound into a visual code.) 

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

Technologies are artificial, but-paradox again-artificiality is 
natural a Tc 5.02- 
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the key and take your finger off immediately. And so on for thou- 
sands of actions which musicians must practise until mechanically 
perfect. To be a first-rate musician, a sine qua non is to be a superb 
technician. There is no substitute for mechanical mastery of the 
tools. 

As musicologists well know, it is pointless superb And superb act,
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alphabet in the world derives directly or indirectly from the original 
Semitic alphabet, came into existence only around 1500 BC. 

Speech is ancient, archaic. Writing is brand-new. Can one make 
out a case for some sort of archaic writing earlier than 6,000 years 
ago? It is of course possible to count as 'writing' any semiotic 
mark, that is, any visible or sensible mark which an individual 
makes and assigns a meaning to-a simple scratch on a rock or a 
notch on a stick, for example. If this is what is meant by writing, 
the antiquity of writing is perhaps comparable to the antiquity of 
speech. However, investigations of writing which take 'writing' to 
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writing cultures have looked only to contrasts between orality and 
alphabetic writing. The effects of other writing systems have just 
begun to be explored. For example, recent research (Tzeng and 
Wang 1983) has shown.that readers of Chinese script use the right 
cerebral hemisphere significantly more than do readers of alpha- 
betic script, which is geared more to the analytic left hemisphere. 
Such studies need to be developed still more. 

Writing, in the ordinary sense of a coded system of visible marks 
enabling a writer to determine, in effect without limit, the exact 
words and sequence of words that a reader will generate from a 
given text, is the most momentous of all human technological in- 
ventions. It is not a mere appendage or accessory to oral speech. 
Because it moves speech drastically from the oral-aural or voice- 
and-ear world to a new sensory world, that of vision, writing trans- 
forms speech and thought as well. Notches on sticks and other 
aides-mimoire can lead up to writing, but they do not restructure 
the human lifeworld as true writing does. And no other writing 
system restructures the human lifeworld so drastically as alphabetic 
writing. Or so democratically, for the alphabet is relatively easy to 
learn. By contrast, Chinese character writing, though more aesthet- 
ically and semantically rich than alphabetic writing can ever hope 
to be, is klitist, despite heroic efforts to democratize its use. Its total 
mastery demands more time than most people can afford. As is 
well known, the People's Republic of China is undertaking to teach 
all 
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exactly the same development in all cultures (see Graff 1981). 
Although certain general cross-cultural patterns are identifiable, in 
various transitional cultures there are various kinds of interfaces 
between literacy and orality and various kinds and amounts of oral 
residue (Goody and Watt 1968, Ong 1982, and the many references 
there). 

But if there is no warrant for reductionism, there is more than 
ample warrant for relationism. Once writing is introduced into a 
culture and grows to more than marginal status, it interacts with 
noetic and social structures and practices often in a bewildering 
variety of ways, as, for example, Brian Stock has shown in great 
detail for parts of Western Europe in the eleventh and twelfth cen- 
turies. Sooner or later, and often very quickly, literacy affects mar- 
keting and manufacturing, agriculture and stock-raising and the 
whole of economic life,.political structures and activities, religious 
life and thought, family structures, social mobility, modes of trans- 
portation (a literate communication system laid the straight Roman 
roads and made the ancient Roman Empire, as Innis long ago 
pointed out), and so on ad infiniturn. Even informal person-to- 
person conversations between literates are not structured like those 
among persons in a primary5ral culture. Simple queries for infor- 
mation acquire a new status, for oral cultures typically use words 
less for information and more for operational, interpersonal pur- 
poses than do chirographic and typographic cultures. Writing is 
only one of the 
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by those coming from the Husserlian and Heideggerian traditions, 
such as Paul Ricoeur (1981), but their discussions are highly special- 
ized and abstractly schematic, paying little if any attention to the 
actual history of writing, its growth out of orality, or to the socio- 
psychological complexities this history presents us with-that is, to 
the sort of things earlier detailed here. Their phenomenology is 
fundamentally synchronic, not diachronic. And without a dia- 
chronic phenomenology, our present situation does not show its 
true contours for we do not become aware of how matters stood 
before writing, and to that extent, as earlier stated, are relatively 
unaware of what writing truly is. 

Many of the phenomena here associated with separation or divi- 
sion or distancing could also be discussed under various other 
headings, some of them less abstract headings than separation or 
division, but few other headings would be so handily inclusive. My 
observations here on separation or distancing will be condensed 
and, if only for that reason, should serve, I hope, to open discussion 
and to suggest further study. Here, then, are some of the ways in 
which writing separates or divides. Writing ties together so many 
things in so many interrelations that some of the itemizations here 
inevitably overlap. 

1. Writing separates the known from the knower. It promotes 
'objectivity'. Any writing system does this, but the alphabet does so 
most of all, since it most thoroughly dissolves all sounds into spatial 
equivalents. Havelock (1976) has shown how the ancient Greeks' 
invention of the first fully vocalic alphabet, the most radical of all 
writing systems, gave them their intellectual ascendancy by provid- 
ing access to the thorough intellectual 'objectivity' that led to 
modern science, and modern forms of thought generally, although 
the science of the ancient Greeks remained far more 
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scenario. The text is a visual given, a datum, separate from any 
utterer or hearer or reader. What one says (or writes) 



40 Walter J. Ong, SJ 

depends on the words themselves. In a text, the entire immediate 
context of every word is only other words, and words alone must 
help other words convey whatever meaning is called for. Hence 
texts force words to bear more weight, to develop more and more 
precisely 'defined'-that is 'bordered' or contrastive meanings. 
Eventually, words used in texts come to be defined in dictionaries, 
which present the meaning of words in terms of other words. Oral 
cultures present the meaning of words by using them (Goody 1968). 
Oral people are generally altogether uninterested in defining words 
by other words (Ong 1982: 53-4, citing Luria 1976). What the word 
'tree' means is determined by putting the word in non-verbal con- 
text, as in pointing t o  a tree, not by saying in words what 'tree' 
means. 

7. Writing separates past from present. Primary oral cultures 
tend to use the past to explain 
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cases the high language has been not only a written language but 
also a sex-linked language, no longer a mother tongue, used only by 
males (with exceptions so few as to he negligible). As social struc- 
tures changed with the advance of technologies and women worked 
their way out of the massive responsibilities of pre-technological 
household management (which often included highly skilled crafts 
and even 
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-how writing and reading Chinese characters involve the right 
cerebral hemisphere of the brain more than do writing and reading 
the alphabet, which involve the left hemisphere more. The right 
hemisphere normally implements totalizing, intuitive, less abstrac- 
tive or less analytic processes; the left hemisphere is more analytic- 
and more involved in the alphabet. As has been seen, formal logic, 
modern science, and ultimately the computer have their historical 
roots in the fully vocalic alphabet, the most analytic of the writing 
systems, dissolving all sound as such into spatial equivalents, in 
principle, if never completely in fact. (The alphabet, it should be 
recalled, was invented only once: all alphabets in the world-Greek, 
Roman, Glagolitic, Cyrillic, Arabic, Sanskrit, Korean, etc.-derive 
in one way or another, directly or indirectly, from the ancient Sem- 
itic alphabet, which, however, in contrast to Greek, did not and 
still does not have letters for vowels.) 

14. Perhaps the most momentous of all its diaeretic effects in the 
deep history of thought is the effect of writing when it separates 
being from time. This separation has been detailed in a recent major 
monograph by Eric Havelock (1983), 'The Linguistic Task of the 
Presocratics, Part One: Ionian Science in Search of an Abstract 
Vocabulary'. We know that all philosophy depends on writing 
because all elaborate, linear, so-called 'logical' explanation depends 
on writing. Oral persons can be wise, as wise as anyone, and they 
can of course give some explanation for things. But the elaborate, 
intricate, seemingly endless but exact cause-effect sequences re- 
quired by what we call philosophy and by extended scientific think- 
ing are unknown among oral peoples, including the early Greeks 
before their development of the first vocalic alphabet. Havelock's 
newly seminal work, however, goes beyond showing that elaborate 
explanatory thinking depends upon writing and the revisionary, 
back-tracking operations made possible by such a time-obviating 
mechanism. His new monograph shows more precisely that the 
development of the content, the subject-matter of metaphysics 
itself, with its concentration on being as being, depended internally 
upon the elaboration of writing. Havelock's work is based upon 
extraordinarily careful analysis of pre9ocratic texts and upon 
cautious reconstruction of antecedents of the texts. Here I can only 
attempt to suggest in a quite sweeping, but I believe accurate way 
what Havelock's point comes to as related to the line of thought 
I have been pursuing. 
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Oral speech and thought narrativizes experience and the environ- 
ment, whereas philosophy, which comes into being slowly after 
writing, is radically anti-narrative. Plato did not want 
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migrates from a predominantly action frame to a predominantly 
'being' frame: the verb to  be becomes more urgent than it had ever 
been in an oral culture. The quest is on to find Aristotle's to 
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An analogue computer measures by providing a model or ana- 
logue for what it is measuring. Thus a thermometer may be con- 
sidered an analogue computer: to measure heat, it takes as an 
analogue for heat the height of mercury in a very slender tube. An 
analogue computer is holistic in the sense that it is unbroken or 
'smooth'. As in the increase of heat there are no sudden jumps, no 
breaks (in rising from 38" centigrade, heat does not suddenly jump 
to 39" and then suddenly to 40" but passes through all the innumer- 
able, because non-disjunct, intermediate stages between 38" and 
40°), so there are no sudden jumps in the rising or falling of mer- 
cury in the tube (it does not rise by jumping abruptly from milli- 
meter to millimeter but passes through all the intermediate stages, 
innumerable because non-disjunct). The scale on the thermometer 
breaks up into discrete parts an action which is not discrete. Ana- 
logue computers give quick results, but the results can be inaccur- 
ate, for such things as variations in transmission of heat through 
the glass of the thermometer tube can produce less than an exact 
match between the movement of the mercury and the temperature. 
Analogue computers are considered accurate if they are within 0.1 
per cent of the correct value (Sanders 1983: log), which is very low 
accuracy compared to 
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cally, as they divide the field into smaller and smaller units they 
seem to be moving in effect to non-divided field-the bits are too 
small for any one of them to make any effective difference. Never- 
theless, the digital field is never really 'smooth', is always frag- 
mented. 

Today the digital computer has largely replaced the analogue, 
although some analogue computers and mixed-system analogue- 
and-digital computers are still in operation. There will always be 
use for analogue operations, it seems, but purely analogue com- 
puters appear to be on the way out. From friends in computer pro- 
gramming I have recently learned that, so far as they can find, 
simple analogue computers are no longer even being manufactured. 
Division has carried the day, even though it has become so intricate 
that it appears to be approximating non-division. Extremes meet- 
but in this case not quite. Separativeness, inherent in writing and 
print, has been finalized in the computer world. 

In the case of the computer we are clearly dealing with physical 
separation of knower and known. But in the case of writing as well, 
it is the physical 
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fusions, which cannot be radically eliminated but only controlled 
by reflection. 

In the noetic world, separation ultimately brings reconstituted 
unity. This is true of naming at the oral stage. Calling an object a 
'tree', as has been seen, puts the object 'out there', as 
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