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Nobody is born knowing how to read.

That sounds too obvious to say, but it hides the most important fact about writing. A child raised among speakers will talk without a single lesson. Nobody sits a two-year-old down with flashcards of grammar. The brain, the throat, the ears, and a community of people who keep talking nearby are enough, and within a few years the child produces sentences nobody has ever said before. Speech grows. Writing has to be built, one painful lesson at a time, and it has to be built again in every generation.

So writing is a technology. It is closer to the wheel or the plow than it is to a heartbeat. Somebody made it, for reasons, using materials, inside a society that had the means and the motive to pay for it. Seen that way, the questions worth asking change. Instead of “what do the letters mean?” you start asking who needed them, what they were scratched into, and who was allowed to look.

That shift is the whole point of this book.

Most popular accounts of writing are told as a ladder. At the bottom, someone draws a picture of an ox. A few rungs up, the picture shrinks into a symbol. Higher still, the symbol stands for a sound, and at the top, shining, sits the alphabet, which is supposed to be where the climb was always heading. It is a satisfying story. It’s also wrong in almost every way that matters.

Writing did not begin with pictures standing in for ideas. As far as the evidence shows, it began with accounts: who owed what to whom, how much barley sat in the storehouse, how many sheep belonged to the temple. Writing did not climb steadily toward the alphabet either. Some of the most successful writing systems in history never became alphabets and never needed to. They kept hundreds or thousands of signs and ran empires, collected taxes, recorded poetry, and trained generations of readers. The alphabet is a clever solution to a particular set of problems. It isn’t the winner of a race that everybody else was running.

And the ladder story has another flaw. It treats writing as a thing that happens to people, as if scripts were weather. In reality, every script, every writing surface, and every rule about who could read what was a decision made by someone with something at stake. A king wanted his laws visible. A temple wanted its herds counted. A merchant wanted a contract that didn’t depend on the memory of a witness who might die. A monk wanted to copy a holy book exactly. A government wanted everyone to spell the same way. Follow the decision, and the history of writing stops being a parade of symbols and becomes a history of institutions, which is a far more interesting thing to follow.

Why does this matter if you’re simply curious about language? Because the form of writing you use every day carries fossils of those old decisions. The way you separate words with spaces, the fact that capital and small letters exist side by side, the odd spelling of half the words in English, the order of the alphabet itself, the shape of the page you’re reading: each one is the end of a long chain of choices. Once you can see the chain, ordinary text starts to look strange and wonderful.

A word about what counts. “Writing” can be defined narrowly or broadly, and the definition you choose decides what you find. A tight definition says writing is a conventional system of visible marks that records spoken language, so that a reader who knows the system and the language can recover roughly what was said. By that standard, a map isn’t writing, a musical score isn’t quite writing, and a knotted cord that records numbers might not be either. A looser definition says writing is any durable system of marks that carries information across time and space. By that standard, a lot more things get in.

This book mostly works with the tighter definition but keeps an eye on the edges, because the edges are where the best arguments live. When a record-keeping system doesn’t record language, it still tells us something about what societies needed to preserve. When a script records language only partly, as many early scripts did, we learn how much a reader was expected to supply from context. Think of how you read a shopping list. It never says “please buy,” and you don’t need it to.

Three habits of mind run through everything that follows.

The first is to ask what problem a form of writing solved. Not “what does it look like,” but “what was it for?” A cuneiform tablet, a papyrus roll, a bamboo strip, and a printed page can all carry the same sentence, yet each was shaped by the demands of a different institution. Function explains form far more reliably than aesthetics does.

The second is to take the material seriously. Writing is never abstract. It lives on clay, stone, wood, skin, fiber, metal, silk, or something that glows. The surface decides how fast you can write, how long the text lasts, how much it costs, who can afford it, and how much of it survives for historians to find. A shocking amount of what we think we know about the past is really a fact about what lasted.

The third is to keep asking who could read. Literacy has almost never been universal, and for most of history it wasn’t even close. Who learned, who taught them, who paid, and who was kept out are questions about power as much as about education. A script that only a few thousand people can read is a different social object from one that most of a population can read, even if the signs are identical.

You won’t need any background in linguistics. Where technical terms come up, they get explained the first time, in plain language. You don’t have to know Greek, Chinese, Akkadian, or Egyptian either, though you’ll meet all of them, along with scripts that have never been read at all. What you’ll need instead is a willingness to hold two ideas at once: that writing is among the most powerful tools people have ever made, and that it was made for small, practical, often dull reasons. The grandeur grew out of the grain counts.

There’s one more thing worth saying before we start, and it concerns tone. Writing systems are easy to turn into trivia: which language has the most letters, which script runs right to left, how many characters you need for a newspaper. Those facts are fine at a party. They’re a poor way to understand anything. The aim here is closer to explanation than to collection. When a detail appears, it appears because it shows how a society used writing, and what that use changed.

Some of the story is secure. Some of it is argued over by serious scholars, and this book says so when it matters instead of smoothing every disagreement into a confident paragraph. Where evidence is thin, you’ll be told. Where a popular claim is false, you’ll be told that too, as politely as the facts allow.

So let’s begin where the story really begins, which is before anyone wrote anything down, in a world where every word that mattered had to live in somebody’s head.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The World Before Writing
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Picture a village evening with no paper anywhere. Not a scrap. No calendar on a wall, no list on a table, no sign over a door, no letter waiting to be answered. A grandmother is explaining how two families came to share a spring, and a boy is listening hard, because someday it will be his job to say the same thing to someone else, and say it right.

Everything the village knows, it knows because someone remembers it. That includes boundaries, debts, marriages, genealogies, medicines, songs for the dead, rules for the harvest, and the story of how the world began. If the people who carry that knowledge forget, or die, or stop talking to one another, the knowledge goes with them. There is no backup.

This was the human situation for the overwhelming majority of the time our species has been talking. Spoken language is very old, far older than any written trace. Writing is a late arrival, an add-on that appeared in a few places, long after people had built cities of mud brick and had domesticated plants and animals. To understand what writing changed, you first have to understand what people did without it, and how well they did it.

What Speech Does Without Help

Speech is magnificent, and it’s also fragile. A spoken word exists for a moment and then it’s gone. The sound waves fade, the air settles, and all that remains is whatever the listener kept. That creates a few basic constraints.

First, speech needs two people in the same place at the same time, or at least close enough to be heard. Messages across distance require a messenger, and a messenger is a human memory on legs. Second, speech can’t be checked against an original. If two witnesses remember a promise differently, there’s no document to settle it. Third, spoken knowledge can only grow as large as the people holding it can carry. Memory is trainable and some cultures train it spectacularly, but it has limits, and those limits shape what a society can do.

None of that makes oral societies simple. Oral cultures developed intricate law, elaborate kinship systems, navigational knowledge that crossed open ocean, vast bodies of ritual and epic, and sophisticated ways of resolving disputes. What they lacked was an external store. Everything lived in the one storage medium that wears out.

It’s worth pausing on how much that limits a society’s ability to do certain things, and how little it limits others. Oral communities can be wise, subtle, funny, and cruel. They can argue about philosophy. They can compose poems of tremendous length. What they struggle to do is administer. Large-scale administration (counting, tracking, assigning, collecting, and remembering across years and across strangers) is the sort of work that quickly outgrows memory. And that, as the next chapter shows, is exactly where writing took hold.

Memory as Infrastructure

If you want to see what a memory-based society can do, look at poetry.

In the early twentieth century, a scholar named Milman Parry became convinced that the Homeric poems, the long Greek epics of the Trojan War and its aftermath, had been composed in performance. The evidence was in the language itself. Those poems repeat phrases constantly: the same epithet attached to the same hero, the same line used to open a speech or describe a dawn. Earlier readers had treated this as a stylistic quirk. Parry saw a tool. A singer working in rhythm, in real time, in front of an audience, can’t pause to hunt for the perfect word. He needs ready-made pieces that fit the meter, and a huge stock of them, learned over years, gives him that.

To test the idea, Parry and his assistant Albert Lord went to the Balkans and recorded living singers who performed long narrative songs without written texts. What they found was striking. A singer might say he was performing “the same song” he’d heard from a teacher, yet each performance differed in length and detail. The singers didn’t memorize fixed words. They memorized patterns, themes, and a toolkit of formulas, and they rebuilt the song each time.

That finding matters well beyond Homer. It shows that oral memory isn’t a flawed version of written memory. It’s a different system, with its own logic. In an oral culture, “the same story” means something other than “the same words in the same order.” It means the same plot, the same characters, the same moral weight, delivered in a way that fits the occasion. A written culture, by contrast, comes to prize verbatim sameness, because a text can be checked. The idea that there is one correct wording is itself a product of writing.

Rhythm, rhyme, repetition, vivid imagery, stock characters, and strong emotional hooks all help a message survive being passed from mouth to mouth. So do songs, dances, and ritual repetition. Proverbs are compressed memory, a lot of experience packed into a few easy-to-carry words. Genealogies recited aloud preserve claims to land and status. Law recited aloud keeps a community on the same page, because everyone hears it at once, together.

So the first thing to notice about the world before writing is that it was full of technology. It was simply technology of a different kind. People built memory into sound, into ritual, into landscape, into the way a story was told.

Memory Things

Between pure speech and true writing lies a wide, interesting middle ground: objects that help people remember. These deserve attention both because they’re fascinating and because they complicate any neat line between “oral” and “written.”

Notched sticks and bones are among the oldest. Across many societies, people cut tallies into wood, bone, or antler to count days, animals, or debts. Some very old bones carry rows of notches that researchers have argued about for decades. Were they lunar calendars, hunting tallies, or simply decorative? The honest answer is that we often can’t tell, and the notches certainly don’t record language. But the impulse is unmistakable: to put a number outside your head, where it can be looked at.

Tally sticks lasted astonishingly long. In parts of medieval and early modern Europe, a stick was notched to record a debt, then split lengthwise so that debtor and creditor each held half. Matching the halves later proved the transaction. It’s a clever bit of anti-fraud design. A forger would need to reproduce the grain of the wood. It’s also a reminder that writing was never the only way to make a binding record.

Knots and cords did similar work. The best known example is the quipu, the knotted-string recording device used by the Inca state in the Andes. A quipu is a set of cords hanging from a main cord, with knots of different types tied at different heights and cords of different colors. Researchers agree that quipus recorded numbers in a decimal system, and that they were used for census figures, tribute, and storehouse inventories. Whether some quipus also recorded narrative or other non-numerical information is still debated, and the debate shows how uncertain the line is between “accounting device” and “writing system.” In the Inca world, specialists called quipu keepers maintained these records and could read them aloud, which suggests the cords worked best alongside a human memory and a trained performer, not on their own.

In parts of Central Africa, the Luba people made memory boards, flat wooden objects studded with beads, shells, and carved patterns. A trained specialist ran his fingers over the board while reciting the history of a kingdom, a list of rulers, or a set of ritual instructions. Each bead or pattern cued a segment of the performance. The board didn’t contain the story. It organized the story in the mind of someone who already knew it. Think of it as a very sophisticated set of cue cards.

Among Indigenous peoples of North America, belts made of shell beads served as records of treaties and agreements, with patterns and colors that prompted those who knew how to read them. In Aboriginal Australia, message sticks carried by travelers bore marks that identified the sender and supported a spoken message, and songlines tied long sequences of song to features of the landscape, so that walking a route meant recalling a whole body of knowledge in order.

What do all these things share? They’re external, durable or semi-durable, and they support memory without replacing it. They don’t capture the full detail of speech. And they depend on a human interpreter who already knows what the marks mean. In that sense they’re less like a book and more like a prompt.

It’s tempting to call them “proto-writing” and treat them as steps along the road to the real thing. That label, though, smuggles back in the ladder story the introduction warned about. A Luba memory board isn’t an unfinished script. It’s a finished tool designed for a particular kind of performance. The people who made and used these objects weren’t waiting for writing to arrive, any more than a violinist is waiting for the piano.

The Suspicion of Writing

Here’s a detail that tends to surprise people: some of the sharpest early criticism of writing came from the very people who were using it.

In one of Plato’s dialogues, a conversation about rhetoric and love takes a sudden turn into a story about an Egyptian god who invents letters and presents them to a king. The god praises his invention as a cure for forgetfulness. The king isn’t impressed. He says that writing will do the reverse: people will rely on marks outside themselves and stop exercising memory from within, and they’ll acquire the appearance of wisdom without its substance, hearing much and learning little. Written words, the king adds, can’t answer questions. Ask a text what it means and it keeps saying the same thing, forever, whether or not the reader understands.

Plato doesn’t give this speech to some grumpy traditionalist. He gives it to Socrates, a character in the written dialogue, a dialogue that exists only because Plato chose to write. The irony is hard to miss, and nobody has agreed on how much Plato meant it. But the passage captures several real worries that have followed writing ever since.

One worry is that writing weakens memory. There’s something to it. Cultures with strong oral traditions often train memory far beyond what literate people attempt, and when a society leans heavily on external records, the average person memorizes less. Anyone who has stopped remembering phone numbers will recognize the effect.

Another is that written words can drift loose from their author. A spoken statement comes with a face, a tone of voice, a chance to say “no, that’s not what I meant.” A text is orphaned the moment it’s finished. Anyone can pick it up, in any mood, at any distance, and interpret it however they like. That is a risk and also a gift. It’s why writing can reach people the author never met, and why it can be so spectacularly misunderstood.

A third is the gap between seeming and being. A person who can quote texts may sound learned without having thought anything through. Plenty of modern teachers share that anxiety, whatever new medium it attaches to.

The thing to take from this passage isn’t that Plato was right or wrong. It’s that writing was noticed as an intervention. People at the time could see that it was changing how knowledge worked, and they argued about it. We tend to forget that, because to us writing seems so natural that it’s almost invisible. Every new writing technology since, from the codex to printing to the screen, has triggered a version of the same conversation: what do we gain, what do we lose, and who benefits?

Why Nothing Forced Writing for Most of History

Here’s a question that sounds silly until you think about it. If writing is so useful, why did humans wait so long?

Spoken language is old. Estimates vary and nobody can date it precisely, but it’s far older than any writing system. Anatomically modern humans lived for a very long time, in groups large and small, telling stories, trading, marrying, fighting, and making art, before anyone put a mark on clay to record a sentence. Cave paintings are tens of thousands of years old. Writing is, in comparison, a few thousand.

And even after writing appeared, it didn’t spread by obvious necessity. Writing was invented independently a strikingly small number of times, as later chapters will show. Most societies that eventually used writing didn’t invent it. They borrowed it, adapted it, or had it introduced to them, often by trade, conquest, or religion. Many societies lived complex lives for centuries without it. Some of the most impressive achievements of human organization, such as the road and administration system of the Inca, ran without a writing system of the kind the Mediterranean or China had.

The reason is straightforward. Writing is expensive. You need someone to learn it, which takes years. You need someone to teach it. You need a surface to put it on, a tool to make the marks, and a way to store the results. You need people who can afford to spend their time on this instead of farming. You need a reason, and the reason has to be strong enough to justify the cost.
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