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Chapter I: Textbook Orality and Literacy in History 

As part of the faculty of Indian River State College, I deliberate with my colleagues over 

what books should be adopted for use in our classes. Our concerns range from the quality of 

information provided in the textbooks to the quality of the construction of the textbooks. We also 

consider the student‘s perception of textbooks: expensive, rigid, and cumbersome. In this age of 

digital media where online environments provide free access to information, textbooks may 

become relics—jetsam lost in the waters of the Creative Commons, Wikipedia, Wikibooks, 

Bookboon, BooksOnBoard, and FlatWorldKnowledge open textbooks. This trend towards 

digitization caused educators at my college to discuss the possibility of creating and adopting an 

open textbook.
1
 These practical concerns float above a deeper issue discussed by Walter J. Ong 

and extended by Johanna Drucker and Emily McVarish: we form our media, and then, our media 

forms us.
2
 This idea moves a discussion from what types of textbooks do we use in class to what 

types of people do we wish to become.  

To understand the media paradox as both creator and created, scholars examine a 

historical view of communication practices. However, this historical view of communication 

                                                           
1
 An open textbook is a free, online textbook that can be modified, used, and distributed by anyone. 

2
 Marshall McLuhan stated, “We shape our tools and thereafter they shape us” in his work Understanding Media: 

The Extensions of Man published in 1964.  
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practices creates problematic divisions of and groupings of time, causality, and function. Ong 

divides communication practices into a pure orality, literacy, and a secondary orality.
3
 He argues 

that correlations exist between thought processes changing and the advent of writing—

suggesting that literacy caused changes in the ways that oral societies processed information (3). 

Specifying that oral cultures focus on different formative functions stemming from different 

communication needs, Ong‘s orality focuses on mnemonic, communal discourse, and event 

connected experience (33, 42, & 45), while literacy focuses on material and object centered 

discourse (42-45). Most hauntingly, he presents a disembodied view of literacy that associates 

reading with social and psychic isolation (73)—a common modern criticism for digital 

technology.
4
 For Ong, literacy is a technology that changes cognitive processes and human 

consciousness. Ong emphasizes that it is impossible for a literate culture to comprehend 

existence in a pure oral culture (12). However a secondary orality exists in the digital media 

world. Second orality has elements of both orality and literacy, but with an immeasurably larger 

sense of group (134). Just as orals viewed the technology of writing suspiciously, literates view 

digital technology suspiciously in the second orality (3, 11, 133-4, & 157). Ong bases his view of 

digital technology as a second orality due to the resurgence of verbal communication through 

phones, radios, televisions, & computers. Digital technology or ―secondary orality‖ also shares 

                                                           
3
 Published in 1982, Ong’s Orality and Literacy created a discussion that cracked the dichotomy of orality and 

literacy introducing a fluctuating continuum with three main groupings: orality, literacy, and secondary orality. 

4
 Criticism and fear of new technologies is a common reaction in humanity and corresponds to similar fears 

expressed by Socrates about writing in Plato‘s Republic.  The following criticisms about digital technology abound 

in modern America and do have some valid concerns—just as Socrates had valid concerns about writing making our 

intellect weaker at memorization. ―Computers make it easier to do a lot of things, but most of the things they make it 

easier to do don't need to be done‖ (Andy Rooney). “The real danger is not that computers will begin to think like 

men, but that men will begin to think like computers‖ (Sydney J. Harris). ―Is Google is making us stupid‖ (Nicholas 

Carr)? 
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characteristics with literacy: has a residue (11), both artificial and natural (82), democratizing 

(89), viewed as magical (92), and based on technology (78). This classification of human 

communication led other researchers to investigate the question of causation or correlation. Did 

literacy or electracy cause changes in humanity or are these changes correlated with changes in 

humanity? 

Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole in The Psychology of Literacy tackled the question of 

causation or correlation. 
5
 While Scribner and Cole similarly focused on the changes Ong 

suggested between an oral and literate culture, they dealt with an underlying assumption that 

literacy equated intelligence, based off of a simplistic causation where the ability to read text 

created an increase in intellectual ability (5).  However, Scribner and Cole‘s study worked with a 

living pre-literate society of people, the Vai. This study found that: 

Vai script literacy does not fulfill the expectations of those social scientists who 

consider literacy a prime mover in social change. It has not set off a dramatic 

modernizing sequence; it has not been accompanied by rapid developments in 

technology, art, and science; it has not led to the growth of new intellectual 

disciplines. (239)  

Succinctly, Scribner and Cole found no evidence of a causal connection between the advent of 

literacy and intellectual growth. However, they do emphasize the general acceptance of the 

historical importance of ―the printing press and the book, no less than the steam engine and 

telescope [that] provided the technological basis for the rise of industrial society‖ (4). Instead of 

focusing on causal connections, Scribner and Cole found that literacy should be approached as a 

                                                           
5
 Published in 1999, The Psychology of Literacy dealt with a disheartened, long-held assumption of human 

superiority over “beasts” based off of a solitary mastery of linguistic communication.  
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set of socially organized practices which make use of a symbol system and a technology for 

producing and disseminating it (236). Therefore, orality and literacy cannot be separated, but 

rather exist simultaneously in a continuum with people experiencing different degrees of both in 

Ong‘s ―secondary orality.‖ The main differences between orality and literacy rely on practice of 

the different technologies during their respective historical time periods. The correlations found 

within each mode/form represent skills that are required for successful communication in that 

mode.  

Johanna Drucker and Emily McVarish in Graphic Design History: A Critical Guide 

address similar concerns of changes connecting our media to our society‘s practices.
6
  Similarly 

to Ong, Drucker and McVarish initially separate their discussion of graphics into oral versus 

literate cultures: 

Oral cultures, by contrast, rely on reinforcing memory by means of repetition or 

rhythmic pattern and tend to see language as a form of action (naming, telling, 

performing) associated with events in the present. In literate cultures, a record has 

its own existence, independent of its original context. The authority of the written 

word derives, in part, from this ability to circulate independently. The permanence 

of a written record lends its autonomy a power that is almost mythic. Writing can 

erase the marks of its origin. A code of law or a sacred text seems to transcend 

human authorship….The distinction between oral and literate cultures is more 

significant than differences among versions of literacy. The shift from spoken 

                                                           
6
 Published in 2009, Graphic Design History: A Critical Guide addresses the interwoven changes in graphic 

representations and societal changes throughout history--In essence dissolving the seemingly natural illusion 

surrounding our media practices. 
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word to written text is considered a prerequisite for other advances in technology, 

resource management, and social administration. (24-25) 

However, Drucker and McVarish move on to a discussion of the design and function of graphics, 

focusing strongly on printed and electronic images. This discussion focuses on the design of 

graphics through historical time periods and social changes—influenced by graphic design. One 

of the critical points that Drucker and McVarish make refers to a concept of a ―shared reference-

base for the development of knowledge‖ (90). Although they were speaking of visual images 

during the Renaissance, this concept holds true for all types of ―knowledges‖: 

physical/performative, oral, literate, graphic, or digital. It is this shared knowledge base that both 

is formed by our society and informs our society.
7
  

Assigning chronological labels problematizes the work of identifying historical changes 

in the textbook chiefly because all knowledge is a social construct—including time.
8
 Therefore, 

scholars unintentionally color their attempts to understand previous events with their own social 

biases.  Prehistory refers to the time period where writing technology was not used to record 

events, roughly 200,000 BCE to 2,400 BCE. During this time, people communicated physically, 

verbally, pictorially, and through the use of proto-writing or picture writing—the beginnings of 

literally. The language used here demonstrates bias. ―Literally‖ based off of the Encarta 

Dictionary means ―to show that a statement is actually true and not exaggerated.‖ It also refers to 

a strict adherence to a word or text. These meanings for ―literally‖ suggest the inherent bias that 

English speakers have built into their paradigms through the language. This discussion further 

                                                           
7
 First we create the media and then it becomes our truth.  

8
 Benedetto Croce said, "All history is contemporary history," suggesting that scholars will always interpret history 

according to the current social paradigm.  
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supports the prejudice that Scribner and Cole suggest that literates feel for orals. Subsequent 

historical time period labels may fluctuate according to the views of the scholar, but all expose a 

specific bias or agenda. Scholars should consider communication practices in light of intermixed 

spheres, where each mode potentially intermixes with another or with all of them. For example, a 

powerful PowerPoint presentation may fall 

in the oral, graphic, literate, physical, and 

digital field. While a moving speech, may 

fall in the oral and physical field. 

Prehistorically a preference for physical, 

oral, and graphic communication prevailed.
9
  

In 2011, communication may fall into any 

single sphere or all of these five spheres. 

Historical time periods show preferences for specific modes of communication. Through the 

development of the human species we moved away from sensory communication into more 

symbolic communications. So how do we look at the history of a textbook without falling into 

tempting prejudices? 

Looking at the newest technology during a historical period, may help move away from 

pre-labeling prejudices. Therefore looking at the inventions of writing, papyrus, codices, and 

books may provide a less biased look at the changes in the textbook and the current trends of 

textbooks presented via computers, internet, portable computers, and e-readers. However, the 

consideration of these technologies should not be limited to the technology itself but the 

                                                           
9
 A six sphere model of intermixed communication might be more likely with the addition of scent as a type of 

communication that modernity has dismissed, possibly seven with the addition of taste. 

Oral 

Physical 

Digital Literate 

Graphic 

Figure 1: Visual of Intermixed Communication 
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implications that the technology has towards human development in education. Before writing 

was invented (200,000BCE to 2,400BCE), oral communication and physical communication 

were dominant. Students learned through a combination 

of oral dialogue and physical example in master and 

apprentice relationships. These relationships still exist 

today, but lessened with the advent of writing and the 

dominance of education/science over religion.  In 

Cuneiform, the first writing technology used during 

3,000 BCE, people used a stylus to make impressions on 

a clay tablet. This type of writing contained a much stronger 

sense of permanency. As Ong would say, it had residue. In 

ancient Iraq circa 1,800 BCE, Hammurabi‘s Code represents an example of writing as a public 

announcement of laws. To this day, we write in stone to commemorate loss and memorialize 

beliefs.  The first example of the Greek alphabet is dated to circa 800 BCE. According to 

Drucker and McVarish, ―scripts and languages do not have a one to one relation to each other‖ 

(17). This means that scripts were adopted by various peoples and changed according to their 

use. The Greek alphabet represents the beginning of all European Languages after the Romans 

borrowed it to create Latin. Writing changed when the Egyptians invented papyrus
10

 circa 3,000 

BCE and again with the invention of paper by the Chinese in 105 CE.  

                                                           
10

 Papyrus was stiff and difficult to bend, so it was rolled into scrolls.  

Figure 2: Part of a cuneiform letter sent to a 
king conveying his son’s death, dated circa 
2,400 BCE. 
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The Greeks collected texts from different cultures, translated them, and put together The 

Library of Alexandria circa 323-283 BCE in Egypt. The 

Library acted out Ptolemy‘s goal to understand the people 

under his rule: Egyptians, Romans, Buddhists, Hebrews, 

and Persians (Krasner-Khait). The Library of Alexandria 

acted as a center for scholastic study and was the first 

public library public only to the educated and the wealthy. 

At its height, the library held 750,000 scrolls, which must 

have contained duplicates as that many texts were not in 

existence The Ptolemies efforts for the Library at 

Alexandria included sending out letters requesting the loan of scrolls, confiscations of 

manuscripts from anyone who entered the port, and borrowing original manuscripts using silver 

as collateral then keeping the originals and sending the copies back, the authorities were able to 

keep the silver. ―Older copies were the favored acquisitions; the older the better, since they 

would be considered more trustworthy.‖  The Library at Pergamum, a competing library in 

ancient Turkey used a large majority of papyrus exported from Egypt to add to its collection. 

Egyptians eventually stopped exporting papyrus to Pergamum, so that Pergamum created 

parchment
11

 to keep up with the needs of the library. With the invention of the much more 

flexible parchment, scholars invented codices.
12

 The structures of the scroll versus the codex 

created some differences in accessing knowledge. The scroll‘s unrolling created a linear 

                                                           
11

 Parchment is made out of animal skin, but unlike leather it is not tanned just limed. 

12
 Codices were hand written copies of texts. By the middle ages, these texts were predominantly created by 

monks. 

Figure 3: Library at Alexandria in Egypt 
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sequence with a strong feeling of progression; however, the codex‘s random opening allowed a 

parsing of memory. While ancient public libraries allowed access to people, only the wealthy 

elite could read (Davis). In addition, scrolls and codices cost a significant amount of money. By 

300 CE codices and scrolls were in equal use. By 600 CE, the codex was dominant. Paper 

replaced parchment after spreading throughout Europe from China by the 13
th

 century. Codices 

were not replaced until the printing press was invented in 1440. The printing press made books 

cheaper, so that the middle class could afford them. Access to knowledge increased 

exponentially after the invention of the printing press. Science became dominant over religion 

and education began using textbooks as a standard source of information.  

Textbooks basically differentiate from books by their use in education. Any book can be 

a textbook if an educator wishes to use it in class. However, in our case, a textbook will refer to a 

book specifically written for the dissemination of knowledge and instruction, or one in which a 

presents a subject comprehensively. The oldest surviving ―textbook‖ was written in China, the 

IChing. Circa 900 BCE, it acts as a philosophical primer to life.  Similarly, The Pentateuch
13

 

written from 950 BCE to 500 BCE comprises the beginnings of the Christian and Jewish primer 

to life. In 1450 CE, The Gutenberg Bible became the first book published by the invention of the 

printing press. While these books did not start as textbooks, they became two of the most 

influential books in the world and two of the most used as instructions for living (Wakefield). 

Aesop’s Fables written by a Greek Slave in 580 BCE and The Art of War written in China circa 

500 BCE followed this pattern of instructional use and influence. In 400 BCE, the Chinese 

published the first ―textbook‖ on aquaculture. Followed by Plato‘s Republic (a Socratic 

Dialogue) in 380 BCE, Aristotle‘s Meteorologica in 350 BCE (a treatise on earth sciences 

                                                           
13

 The Torah or The first five books of the Bible. 
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among his other scientific treatises), and Euclid‘s Elements (a mathematics treatise) published 

circa 280 BCE. The Chinese published the first medical ―textbook‖ Huangdi Neijing or Yellow 

Emperor’s Inner Canon circa 300-200 BCE. By 240 BC Livius Andronicus, a Roman slave 

turned teacher, translated the Odyssey of Homer into Latin as a teaching tool.  These books mark 

the beginning of textbooks, yet the modern view of textbooks did not exist until Peter Ramus 

(1515-72) produced the textbook paradigm that mostly still functions today. A Ramus textbook 

presented: 

cold-blooded definitions and divisions, until every last particle of the subject had 

been dissected and disposed of. A Ramist textbook on a given subject had no 

acknowledged interchange with anything outside itself. Not even any difficulties 

or ‗adversaries‘ appeared. A curriculum subject or ‗art‘, if presented properly 

according to Ramist method, involved no difficulties at all (so the Ramists 

maintained): if you defined and divided in the proper way, everything in the art 

was completely self-evident and the art itself was complete and self-contained. 

(Ong 132) 

From these inauspicious paradigms, The New England Primer and The McGuffey Readers, 18th 

c and 19
th

 c respectively, became the most published textbooks in America. The 18
th

 c idealized 

the book as the repository of all knowledge (Drucker & McVarish 98); therefore, textbooks were 

joined by extensive encyclopedias that attempted to categorize and record all human knowledge, 

such as the French Encycolpedie (1751-1772). The reverence of the word and the book did not 

last. By the late 19
th

 c ―mass media had become a part of daily life…in the guise of news or 

entertainment, advertisement or information‖ (142-43). While industrialization, the printing 
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press, and mass production liberated knowledge for the masses, it also devalued scholars, 

education, and knowledge itself—instead favoring entertainment. 

 The recent changes in technology (relatively recent from a historical perspective) suggest 

that the textbook might become a lost form of education. Instead of the physical presence that 

knowledge represented in the past, modern knowledge is ephemeral, immediately searchable, 

entertainment based, and interactive. Textbooks struggle to compete with Wikipedia and other 

digital sources of information. Will the textbook survive? Only if it can successfully adapt to the 

digital realm. 

Helpers: Concetta Bommarito, William Bryan, Patricia Carlton, Stephanie Clow, William 

Dorner, Kathryn Dunlap, Christopher Friend, Amy Giroux, Marvin Hobson, Daniel Hood, Said 

Jardaneh, Valerie Kasper, Barbara Kyle, Kelly Malizia, Cynthia Mitchell, Angel O‘Keeffe, 

Leandra Preston, Irene Pynn, Luciano Sacasas, Dr. Craig Saper, Nicholas Ware, Terie Watkins, 

and Jennifer Wojton. (I am including everyone‘s name in the class as a helper. As writing is a 

communal process, I have benefitted both from comments on my work and from everyone‘s 

comments to each other in addition to all the discussion examples, rough drafts, and final drafts 

posted. It would be unfair of me to not give credit to all of the people who have helped me with 

this project.) 
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