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While having literacy is certainly a good thing, it is also worth
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We might profit from taking a few moments to think about what it
means to be a purely oral, non-literate culture. No grocery lists, no letters or
e-mails, no memos, no text messages on cell phones, no books, no report
cards, no instructions on how to assemble artificial Christmas trees, no
owner’s manuals, no dictionaries, no newspap’ers, no libraries. This is the
normal state of affairs for most human languages.

Yet oral cultures lacking writing manage to transmit, remember, and
build upon vast systems of traditional knowledge. They do so without the
benefit of any physical medium such as writing that could make this
knowledge stick around. This astounding feat of collective and individual
memory should make us aware how powerful a tool language is for packag-
ing and transmitting information.

Without writing, all linguistically encoded knowledge is always only

one genération away from extinction.? If it is not passed on verbally, it is

lost. This means that what does get passed on is somehow essential, impor-
tant, and not frivolous or tangential to human life. It also means that there
is only received wisdom, and that each pefson who passes on information
must modify, embellish, and filter it through their own experience. Every-
thing is like improvised comedy, subject to individual memory and creativ-
ity, nothing is set in stone.

In ‘primary oral’ cultures, people draw on an impressive arsenal of

speech strategies: narrative, talk, gossip, conversation, pauses, intonation,
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silence, loudness, word-choice, story, and myth. They rely solely on social

learning to transmit and receive everything that can be encapsulated in

language. Information must also be structured for ease of memorization,

There are many devices, such as alliteration, rhyme, and parallelism, that
aid in remembering long texts. In English and other large languages with
literary traditions, such devices are more an art form than a daily cognitive
necessi‘ty. For unwritten languages, relying on such mnemonics allows peo-
ple to accumulate and recall large bodies of everyday or esoteric knowl-
edge.

Such knowledge tends, for efficiency, to be socially distributed. People

who command‘®’

restricted or privileged bodies of knowledge in such soci-
eties are not librarians or web-masters, but shamaﬁs and storytellers. And
knowledge is passed on in ways that divide it up émong people that need it,
and who bear the responsibility for remembering. For example, among the
‘Batangan people of the Philippines (8,000 speakers), only boys are taught
folk medicine, while only adult males are taught religious chants and ritu-
als. | ,

Once societies make the transition to letters, writing may come to seem
indispensable to them. But do a people sacrifice something to gain this
prize? Is something essential lost when a purely verbal culture gives way to
writing? This question goes well beyond the literary or linguistic realm,
raising fundamental issues of thought, culture, and psychology. Scientists
have only just begun to eXplore how contemporary oral cultures function
(socially, cognitively, artistically, and psychologically) and what we (as lit-
erate cultures) may be lacking due to our heavy reliance on the written
word.

Due to our long engagement with writing, it is hard for us even to

imagine how our day-to-day life would change in the complete absence of

Writing.(?‘) Our use of language would have to be much different if we
became a purely oral society. What would be different in the domains of
information flow, small-talk, conversation, grocery shopping, even gram-
matical structures? Would our memory be up to the task? How might we
adapt? ,

We do not have good historically documented examples of societies

that went from having writing to not having it. But we do have many con-
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temporary examples of entire societies that have not yet acquired writing

or have only recently done so. We might learn a great deal from such soci-

(e)

eties, but the window of opportunity is closing'®’ as literacy becomes the

global norm.

Governments and non-governmental organizatiéns worldwide have
prioritized literacy. UNESCO reports that worldwide adult literacy reached
81.8 percent in the period 2002-2004. This is markedly up from the World
Bank estimates for 1970, at 55 percent literacy, or even 1990, at 71 percent
literacy. The increase is largely due to national campaigns, like one con-
ducted in India that brought Indian literacy from a mere 18.33 percent in
1951 to 64.84 percent by 2001. Such campaigns, while laudable, cast non-lit-
eracy in a wholly negative light with the use of slogans such as ‘Literacy is
Freedom’ (implying that non-literacy is a kind of slavery or prison). Hid-
den behind such statistics is the fact that ‘literacy’ usually means ability to
read and write solely in the dominant national or regional language (e.g.,
Hindi or English). Many Small languages will vanish without ever having
literate speakers; small languages are seldom included in national literacy
campaigns. Regrettably, literacy in large national languages is often the

beginning of an educational process that leads to abandonment of small
);

languages.(3

As languages fall out of use into forgetfulness, entire genres of oral tra-
dition—stories, songs, and epics—rapidly approach extinction. Only a
small fraction have ever been recorded or set down in books. And the tales
captured in books, when no longer spoken, will exist as mere shadows of a
once vibrant tradition. We stand to lose volumes: entire worldviews, reli-
gious beliefs, creation myths, observations about life, technologies for how
to domesticate animals and cultivate plants, histories of migration and set-
tlement, and collective wisdom. And we will lose insight into how humans
fine-tune memory to preserve and transmit epic tales.

In our so-called ‘information age’, knowledge tends to be deep but nar-
row. At American universities you can enroll in entire courses of study
devoted to the Wbrks of a single author or even a single work. It is ironic,
then, that the collective wisdom of entire human societies languishes for
lack of any attention from outsiders, for lack of use by the culture Bearers
themselves, and lack of interest on the part of their children.
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It takes a decent amount of money and a lot of time and effort to go out
and document small languages and their story traditions. But it is doable,
and it deserves our urgent attention. Imagine a course at an American uni-
versity on Kayapd* entomology, on Tuvan** epic tales, or on Papuan math-
ematics. We do not even know what it is that we stand to lose when these
traditions fall into disuse without being recorded. As scientists and humani-
tarians, we are absurdly failing to notice the forest for the trees. If we can
get beyond our book bias and appreciate the creativity and beauty of
purely oral cultures, we open a portal to entire new vistas of the world and
mankind’s place in it. But that door will soon slam shut, and vast domains

of human creativity will be forever closed to us.

* The Kayapd, a native tribe of Brazil (4,000 speakers), are among the world’s most
astute observers of social insecté, such as bees, wasps, and ants.

** Tuva is an autonomous republic in south central Russia, on the border with Mongolia.
In the wandering nomadic past of the Tuvan people, the art of storytellers was a

prestigious and popular form of entertainment.
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