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We Got An Ong Way To Go, And A Short Time To Get There……

Walter Ong entices us with some great ideas and notions in his dense and rather technical piece, "Writing is a Technology that Restructures Thought."  The idea encompassed in the title is not easy to comprehend, so what of the essay.  Ong draws distinctions between the organic nature of speech in oral cultures and the artificial nature of writing in chirographic cultures.  Ong explains that 'real' language, spoken language, is fleeting, gone, vanished forever when the sounding of the word is no more.  Written language, however, is long-lasting and linear in structure. Everyone born, barring a disability, will acquire speech; not everyone will acquire the ability to make sense of abstract symbols on a page:  written language.  However, the percentage of the population that does is always increasing.  Written language, a linguistic philosopher’s stone, takes events, what Ong considers spoken words, and transforms them into things.   The importance of written language manifests itself in what it allows humanity to achieve, our present day culture of cable tv and internet and freedom from excessive rote memorization.  Ong notes it is so deeply embedded into our cultural wiring and hardware (for those of us lucky enough to be engulfed by the sweeping tide) that we believe it is natural to think in words rather than thoughts.  Ong's arguments and points are true and fascinating, yet perhaps Ong's beliefs need restructuring.

Ong takes us back to the old school, the world of oral cultures, an age of poetic heroes who memorized entire epics of 12,000 lines.  The poets did have their tricks of the trade, but such rote memorization takes a toll.  Members of such a culture cannot invest much time into thinking up new ideas.  Ong notes that just once, human kind hit on the letter alphabet ( Ong- This Side of Oral Culture 3 ). How lucky we are that in an oral cultures,  with the amount of time and energy needed to memorize not only their poetry but all the other items of importance they could not afford to do without, someone found the time to come up with that notion, and my, how that changed a few things.  

Ong uses an extensive account of how Plato tries to belittle writing by arguing that writing weakens the mind. Using one of Ong's favorite words, Plato creates a paradox:  mastery of a new technology will not weaken the mind.  It may restructure it, just as mastering Madden 09 on Playstation  or how to text while driving may restructure a mind.  Maybe more valuable information could have been learned, but the mind is not weaker.  Well, watching reality TV can weaken the mind, but as Ong has stated, being able to store information allows a person freer reign to focus their attention and energy elsewhere, the person today needs to know exponentially more than one in Plato's day.  The mind is different now. The needs of modern culture dictate that the brain must be different; multitasking has become ubiquitous.  Just think, if we needed to memorize tax code, how much time and memory space would that waste?  Forget ever having time to read a book.    Besides, if we couldn’t, and didn’t, invest time and energy into new fields, would the letter alphabet ever seen its own genesis?

The text is unresponsive; the reader may interpret how they wish, that is, if they can interpret what is written.  Ong believes writing separates the knower from the known by interjecting an objective text.   How does something unresponsive commute meaning?    Ong argues "Knowledge itself is not object like: it cannot be transferred" (Ong Writing is a Technology 25).  The writer encodes and then abandons, the writer must decode and interpret and hopefully comprehend and gain knowledge.   However, isn't this just like spoken language?  Sometimes people speak to me, and then I nod and say 'That's great,' and smile.   Someday, I am sure, I'll say that when somebody informs me that their mother had passed away.  So there is not that much difference between the two.  Yes, one can read body language or ask for clarification, but I can also read Wally's work a second time, or ask someone else for their interpretation. Spoken events can also be seen as unresponsive, the listener must decipher the message the word carries, and the context, and the tone and so on.  The event itself is a string of morphemes that will not clarify itself.   In a way, written language could be preferable to oral communication. One way it could be superior is if I do not feel like being sociable and interacting with someone else, then I am free to gain knowledge on my own and at my leisure.  Also, I could be free to contemplate meanings and consider an alternative or disagreeing viewpoint, while if I said to someone that I disagree they may jump down my throat with more discourse.   The art of written language can also be a positive.

 Ong states that writing requires verbal precision, that context controls the meaning of a word (Ong Writing is a Technology 26).   What is wrong with that?  The better to more accurately and efficiently communicate.  It is probably better for some fields, such as philosophy.   One is mastering the language.  The downside is that supra-language clues, the non-verbal communication  aspect, is lost.  This can cause huge problems.  When a person cannot correctly decode a message, problems occur.  That is why the smiley face and other txt msg and im chat icons have helped reduce teen fights, (. With the digital message context and tone are removed, the teen misconstrued the meaning and took physical action the next day at school.  The icons should next be place on cars, like directionals, to eliminate road rage.

Perhaps the paradigm need shift.   Ong say that oral language is natural, and that written language is artificial.  Speech is an event, and written language is a thing.  Spoken words cue and trigger things, but things may also trigger events.  The distinction has been blurred so much that there is no difference any more.  It is now common knowledge that light is a wave, and it is a particle.  Perhaps all language should be considered an event and a thing.  
Part two:    “Scribner and Cole literacy factory”, or “The Road to Liberia”
 
The two authors investigate an area of Africa that is at the confluence of three written languages, a written language ‘Heart of Darkness.’ Of note is the fact the Vai "independently invented a phonetic writing system [ Vai]," (Scribner 127) no small or common feat, to go along with English and Arabic.   The authors study 'literacy without schooling.'( Scribner 123)  Studying the needs and uses of literacy in a culture without need of much administrative work in writing, their findings were rather lacking.  However, Scribner and Cole found that writing outside of an academic environment does have a purpose.  Too bad they can't convey their findings to teenagers today.  Writing is significant for the individual, as the Vai use it to send letters.  The written language was used for close communication, as most correspondence was between acquaintances.  It made me think of those fun loving puritans who landed on Plymouth Rock to establish their theocracy and their descendants following in their footsteps.  Many puritans learned to read without ever setting foot in a formal school.  Massachusetts had an extremely high literacy rate throughout the 1700's and 1800's also.  The implementation of compulsory education in the Bay State actually lowered the literacy rate.  As John Taylor Gatto notes, in a book I gave away, student literacy rates fell when schools tried to teach reading and writing.  The questions here are how and why?  Well, examine the motive.  In a school, one learns to read for an abstract reward, a letter grade to mark achievement.  Is there any real negative to not learning to read? Granted, being whipped probably was not fun.  But what was the motive for puritans to read?  Well, avoiding hell was their motivation.  Illiteracy was the work of Satan, keeping children away from the Scriptures.  Avoiding eternal damnation, now there's a great motivation.  Take that Massachusetts DOE.  

One need look no further than Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird for a final note on learning to read without schools, whose protagonist, Jean Louise 'Scout' Finch has "been readin' ever since she was born, and she ain't even started to school yet." (Lee 7) For Ms. Jean-Louise, interaction with a written language was natural, not artificial.   As a matter of fact, her school actually discouraged her from reading, for she didn't read in the way the school demanded.  I guess schools in the 1930's and today both frown on free-thinking, originality and reading.
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