English translation of selected passages of Domenico Fiormonte’s "L'influenza del computer sulla scrittura: Ipotesi ed esperimenti" (unpublished dissertation, University of Rome "La Sapienza", April 1994). © 

__________________________________________________________________

[...]

I. 1.   First and Second Revolution

American, Canadian and British anthropologists studying relations and differences between writing and orality regard the invention of writing as the basis of the consciousness and linearity of thought.

The evolution of consciousness through human history is marked by growth in articulate attention to the interior of the individual person as distanced -- though not necessarily separated -- from the communal structures in which each person is necessarily enveloped. [...] The highly interiorized stages of consciousness in which the individual is not so immersed unconsciously in communal structures are stages which, it appears, consciousness would never reach without writing. The interaction between the orality that all human beings are born into, touches the depths of the psyche. [...] Writing introduces division and alienation, but a higher unity as well. It intensifies the sense of self and fosters more conscious interaction between persons. Writing is consciousness-raising. (Ong 1988: 178-179)

Writing implies a “distance” from the text which originates reflection. Our eyes rest on a material object: "For the first time the unrestreinable flow [of our thought] becomes visible and open to the reflection and the analysis."  For the first time what was an unrestrained stream lent itself to the human sight and therefore to reflection and analysis.

I. 1. 0.   Writing and Its Material Support

Many linguists maintain that without the material or vocal medium used to give it actual existence, language wouldn’t have any substance. According to a “strong” theory of the medium language being in a way shaped by its container may be said to be allotriomorphic.  Whereas in the case of water and liquids this is a mere pouring out process, where language is concerned there is a process of mutual influence. Counter to this notion, a “weak” theory focuses more on mental structures and takes into consideration a concurrence of different factors.


Due to the multiplicity of schools and the differences in writing scholars’ training existing, the different contributions and discoveries made since the Fifties didn’t develop into a coherent field of study. As so many different approaches are possible, the research is easily affected by point of view biases (anthropological, sociological, linguistic). 

This is perhaps the reason why some of the important assumptions made by McLuhan’s, who was considered a mere sociologist, have not been taken into due consideration in the philosophical debate. Such lapses were recently pointed out by Rocco Ronchi in his introduction to an edition of Ignace J. Gelb’s A Study of Writing in which he outlines the various stages of philosophical reflection on writing. Ronchi sees some points in common between Carlo Sini's theory on writing as "content of the logic form"_ and the Mcluhanian refrain "The medium is the message". The interpretation of writing as an instrument ("technology of mind, memory's storage, mean of communication") "has to be thought as a message determined by the graphic system used" -- and, we may add, by the physical medium selected to draw it.


According to McLuhan, as well as to Ong, Ignace Gelb, Cardona and Havelock, material forms generate meaning: Physical processes and textual production cannot be regarded as independent entities. The communication medium shapes, influences and, at times, affects the expression/message.

___________________________________________________________________

I N S E T: Texts, Instruments, and Supports 

The instrument/text couple and the relationship between its two terms is obviously related to McLuhan’s medium/message couple, and, at a deeper level, to Saussure’s signifier/signified and Benedetto Croce’s form/content. There is no equivalence between these couples and the former but, rather, a similar kind of unbreakable bond that ties up a term to the other. Later on, in dealing with the processes with which some aspects of knowledge are modified by technology, we’ll get back to the problem of how, in the multimedia integration, computers tend to upset the classic Jakobson’s scheme (Context/message, contact/code)._


As far as writing itself is concerned Jakobson’s model is still fully valid, since message is acknowledged to undergo modifications in passing from a communication channel (contact) to another. Let’s have a look here at the famous Saussure’s “sheet of paper” comparison -- perfectly suitable in our case -- as explained by Tullio De Mauro :

We should stop thinking of the sign as a signifier with a given meaning and of signified as of something denoted by a signifier. Sign should rather be conceived as an indissoluble bond, made of signifier / signified, concept / acoustic image. To better outline this indissoluble bond Saussure used the following comparison: signifier / signified, concept / acoustic image, pensée (i.e. psychic activity in general) and external, acoustic form, are like the two sides of a sheet of paper. There couldn’t exist one without the other [...] Such a comparison would have pleased De Sanctis, Croce’s master since it very well outlines that close, unbreakable bond between form and content hypothesized in Croce’s first writings. To Croce and Saussure, content is not conceivable outside its form, as well as form, removed from content, is nothing but inert matter. (De Mauro 1989: 22-23).

If what Goody says is true, that "factors other immediately 'technological' ones are critical in defining the mode (as distinct from the means) of communication"_, we should not forget that behind Saussure’s sheet of paper, and more so behind the “form” of a text, there is an instrument. The sign produced on a given surface, be it produced by a wedge, a feather or a personal computer,  is an inseparable combination of a technology of the written word (the "cumulative historical factor" producing it), a form of expression and a content.

I. 1. 1.   Writing, Literature, and Technology

Writing (its instruments and its technology) and literature (literary genres)_ have had a parallel development that is naturally intertwined to innumerable factors (historical period, economic and social aspects of the country or group producing a certain culture and so on). In psychology, psycholinguistics and sociology it has often been hypothesized a “deep“ relation between writing typologies_ and expression, starting from the case of the “authors’ absence” in cuneiform writing to the “lapidary style”, up to Egyptian and Chinese writing. 


Poems of chivalry in Europe changed into prose (by expansion and extension) at the beginning of 13th century, thanks to the spreading of paper. 

This innovation [the possibility of writing on paper] opened unexpected possibilities to the narration and to the adventure plot. The biographical novels of Erec, Cligés, Lancelot, Yvain [...] narrations composed by Chrétien de Troyes on wax tablets between 1160 and 1190 become, fourty or seventy years later, the intricate adventures of the Lancelot-Queste-Mort Artu whole, which could have been written only on paper. (Riquer 1985: 198)

Not only did plot and structure change: 

The spread of the paper among the French d'oïl writers ended with a new vision of the world, that imposed the substitution of the prose for the narrative verse. "In place of the individual hero of the first Arthurian novels now appears a plurality of knights. Under the constraints of the historical evolution, the discovery of the individual broadens itself into a plurality of individuals. A world which the totality-aiming novel cannot dominate except in prose". It comes as no surprise paper spreading among French d’öil writers coincided with a new vision of the world that brought forth the substitution of verse with prose. Instead of the single hero of the Artu romances  [ ...] a variety of knights appeared. The discovery of the individual under the compelling evolution of history was extended to the plurality of individuals of a world that can only be controlled by prose. Riquer also points out that the coincidence of a mentality and style change with a purely material novelty such as the spreading of paper is not surprising if we think of the close relation between Renaissance and the invention of printing. (Ibidem)

According to W.J.Ong it was the invention of printing, rather than writing to sweep away any residual form of aurality belonging to previous cultures, and to stimulate in so doing an attitude to cognitive closure: “to insulate the thought on a written surface, severed from any interlocutor. there is a coincidence of a mental and stylistic shift with a merely material innovation like the diffusion of the paper. We need only remember the close relation that exists between Renaissance and the invention of printing.” (Riquer 1985: 198)

Ong argues that the invention of printing swept away the last remains of aurality, encouraging "some sense of noetic closure. By isolating thought on a written surface, detached from any interlocutor.” Ong identifies very relevant effects of writing, and, later on, of printing on the narrative plot: "Persons from today's literate and typographic cultures are likely to think of consciously contrived narrative as typically designed in a climatic linear plot often diagrammed as the well-known 'Freytag's pyramid'". But aural narrative Greek poems, as he points out, had a different, in medias res kind of plot, that brought at once the listener into the center of the action:

Exegesis of oral epic by literates in the past has commonly seen oral epic poets as doing this same thing, imputing to them conscious deviation from an organization which was in fact unavailable without writing. [...] In fact an oral culture has no experience of a lengthy, epic-size or novel-size climactic linear plot. It cannot organize even shorter narrative in the studious, relentless climactic way that readers of literature for the past 200 years have learned [...]. (Ong 1988: 143)

In the subsequent phase:

As the experience of working with text as text matures, the maker of the text, now properly an 'author', acquires a feeling for expression and organization notably different from that of the oral performer before a live audience. The 'author' can read the stories of others in solitude, can work from notes, can even outline a story in advance of writing it. Though inspiration continues to derive from unconscious sources, the writer can subject the unconscious inspiration to far greater conscious control than the oral narrator. The writer finds his written words accessible for reconsideration, revision, work. Under the author's eyes the text lays out the beginning, the middle and the end, so that the writer is encouraged to think of his work as a self-contained, discrete unit, defined by closure. Because of increased conscious control, the story line develops tighter climatic structures in place of the old oral episodic plot. [...] Print, as has been seen, mechanically as well as psychologically locked words into space and thereby established a firmer sense of closure than writing could. The print world gave birth to the novel [...]. (Ong 1988: 147-149)

The pyramidal narrative structure reaches its peak in the detective story, started with E. A. Poe's The murders in the Rue Morgue. "The tightly organized, classically plotted story both results from and encourages heightened consciousness, and this fact expresses itself symbolically when, with the arrival of the perfectly pyramidal plot in the detective story, the action is seen to be focused within the consciousness of the protagonist --the detective."_  Who does epitomize this event better than the detective, who works as the actual conscience of the protagonist-narrator? 


According to Ong, even the history of the romantic movement goes not untouched by this rise of consciousness, since: “The romantic quest for 'pure poetry', sealed off form real-life concerns, derives from the feel for the autonomous utterance created by print. Nothing shows more strikingly the close, mostly unconscious, alliance of the Romantic Movement with technology.”

I. 1. 2.   The Unacknowledged Revolution

The expressions “Vision of the world” (Weltansicht), “mentality”, “style”, only partially evoke the deep transformations that took place after the invention of printing and the spreading of books. 


Thanks to printing, the book, an elitist phenomenon in its beginning, became an instrument of literacy diffusion and cultural emancipation. Its very logic based on production and market needs originated a seemingly contradictory phenomenon such as the centralization of the State and absolutist power on the one hand, while multiplying the number of users on the other. Though “controlled” in its beginning, this phenomenon involved a growing number of individuals, provoking a fast paced enhancement of the self-consciousness process, to the point of releasing the criteria and values of the subjects from those of their rulers.


McLuhan underlined the fact that the printed book spreading, by offering a given knowledge to a growing numbers of individuals (the Bible and medieval textbooks in this case), affected  the knowledge elaboration processes by allowing as well the possibility of criticism. The rise of a critic consciousness is at the basis of "book democracy". When  knowledge is no longer monopolized by closed groups and enclaves, it becomes questionable -- in practicality before theory.

McLuhan’s assumptions have been very effectively dealt with by Elizabeth Eisenstein in her monumental work The Printing Press as an Agent of Change. In this book, in which she prefers to talk about print “cumulative impact”, she demonstrates how communication issues are always at the basis of the great transformations of historical ages, and restores the invention of printing as the true watershed between “old” and “new world”:

In attempting to explain these revolutions [the political revolutions of early-modern times], shifts associated with trade routes and prices, land use and crops, status groups and classes, are discussed at length. Changes which affected duplication of maps, charts and tables, of law books and reference works, calendars and treaties, bills and petitions are noted infrequently, if at all. [...] yet the rise of men of letters and the role of intelligentsia is rarely related to the expanding powers of the press. We hear much about the effects of the commercial revolution but nothing about those of the communications revolution.  (Eisenstein 1980: 29-30)

Communication transformations are paralleled by other changes and transformation in many fields (economical, political, social, religious), rather than vice versa. 

Historians often undervalue the external form of a document whereas to Eisenstein, form -- how a document lends itself to the researcher sight -- cannot be underestimated. Again, the form is  the content.

When ideas are detached from the media used to transmit them, they are also cut off from the historical circumstances that shape them, and it becomes difficult to perceive the changing context which they must be viewed. [...] The shift from script to print affected methods of record-keeping and the flow of information.  (Eisenstein 1980: 24)

Even though only in the mid seventeenth century did the printed text acquire the connotation of fundamental instrument for the free circulation of ideas, the invention of printing greatly affected the history and the spreading of knowledge, to start with that crucial turning point in modern age that is the Protestant Reformation:

That the new presses disseminated Protestants views is, probably, the only aspect of the impact of printing which is familiar to most historians of modern Europe. In accounts of the Reformation as in accounts of the other movements, the effects produced by printing tend to be drastically curtailed and restricted to the single function of 'spreading' ideas. That the new issues were posed for churchman when the scriptural tradition 'went to press', and that print contributed to dividing Christendom before spreading Protestantism are possibilities that have gone unexplored. (Eisenstein 1980: 28-29)

I. 1. 3.   The Second Revolution

Religious, political, economical revolutions have all been inspired by and implied in a most important revolution: printing. The introduction of computer has been paralleled to the rise of Homo tipographicus: Homo informaticus, his descendant, is the protagonist of a second “unacknowledged revolution”. What is the difference between the two? 


As far as writing is concerned let’s point out at once two fundamental turning points. 1) Computer is not a printing technology; it is a writing technology; 2) Since "the activity of reading is a skilled performance that transforms the technical artifact from an object into a medium for a kind of «dialogical» relation [...] The facticity of print tends to transform writer into «author», whereas the interactivity and malleability of electronic text tends to empower the reader [the italic is mine]."_ 

__________________________________________________________________

I N S E T: The Decline of linearity and the new structure of the message

Marshall McLuhan tried to summarize the new model, the new forces acting in communication, in his famous and much abused slogan: the medium is the message. Communication scholars moved several objections to it: from “confusion” and “ambiguity”, to “poor scientific accuracy”, etc. Umberto Eco stated that communication channel, code and message must not be mixed up when talking about theory of information:

To say that roads and written language are both media is to level channel and code. To say that Euclidean geometry and a dress are media is to match  a code (a way to convey an experience) with a message (a way of expression, according to clothes conventions, a content). [...]

In conclusion, the slogan [...] “the medium is the message” turns out to be ambiguous and fraught with several contrasting meanings._

Even without accepting in toto McLuhan’s provocative equation, I agree with the conclusions Giampiero Gamaleri drew from it -- and that, on a semantic ground, are in agreement with Saussure and Wittgenstein’s assumptions:

It might be useful to start these reflections from the conclusions McLuhan drew from the epic Nixon and Kennedy’s television contest for the presidency of the United States, won by the latter thanks to his message ”tone”. Then “content” -- we may argue -- is not banished by McLuhan analysis: Kennedy made a medium of himself; the best medium TV might hold on that occasion.


The best way to look upon the “message” role is to consider it as something closely intertwined with its medium, as an entity interacting with our experience in a given socio-cultural context. The content is the medium way of being, as determined by three given criteria: the character-structure of medium itself; the human experience [...]; the socio-cultural context in which communication takes place. Content therefore is not alien to McLuhan formulation [...]


What McLuhan refuses is the idea of hypostatizing an entity (the content), to the purpose of mechanically pouring it out into containers, into deeply different forms. (Gamaleri 1991: 212-213).

This refusal led McLuhan to his paradoxical slogan: since Kennedy’s case suggests that content is neither qualifiable nor analysable -- one would say: it does not exist -- outside TV environment which is at the same time information vehicle (channel) and context, then the medium is the message.


In semantics the meaning can only be inferred from its context: words reference is not in themselves but in their usage. Electronic mass media have broken the linearity of printing and by getting to a relativization of the meaning pointed out to the context importance (meaning is that knowledge content transmitted via a given channel, in a given context, through a given sign system or code.)


What was evident to McLuhan is that television, the “code of codes”, or better yet the “structure of structures” upsets the traditional reference model by revealing to the Homines Tipographici, who live in the constant stream of the single context (the linearity of printing), the “banality” of the semantic dilemma. To us, having grown up in the television age, it appeared obvious that “the information conveyed by linguistic forms depends not only  on themselves, but on their relationship to all that we perceive and know about their users” (De Mauro 1989: 170). As well as linguistic forms which don’t have any “intrinsic semantic value” apart from speaker and society (De Mauro, ibid.), the television message only acquires its meaning from the environment in which it is coded/decoded: Kennedy, Arsenio Hall, and O. J. Simpson are significant only as television “contents’ as their words are measured according to video times, spaces and modalities. A series of strict internal rules ensures these contents success, but limits their actual semantic import (by making them difficult to be recycle or “poured” in a different context).


In this case there is no clear separation between word and episode-man-character: all three manifestations belong to the same semantic field: they are signs operating within a complex structure (television)._


Let’s now get back to our starting point, to that new system born from the application of computer technologies to the communication and information world. The multimedia language, which is a sound, image and text interaction, ratifies the indissoluble bond between mass media and computers and deepens the gap between its own expressive possibilities and those of linear culture. Telenovelas have been defined as legitimate heir of the Greek epic and the roman fleuve, and somebody is greeting the end of the book_ in the name of a Great Hypertextual and Interactive Literature.


New instruments seem to offer a variety of possibilities. While linearity constrains mental images in a sequential chain, the Hypermedia, with its combination and manipulation (in theory) endless possibilities, is as close a photography of the imagination as it has ever been conceived. The linear code disadvantages lay in its uniformity and homogeneity: it offers only one of the possible translations and representation of a given content. Linearity is a coded interpretation within a standard system, e.g. the language system, consisting of established rules, unchangeable in the short run. Knowledge chooses to present itself via an expressive channel selected by history, evolution, etc., but it is not the instrument par excellence and, above all it is not the most faithful to the original mental configuration.

___________________________________________________________________
 [...]

I. 3.   The Electronic Text

Writing, as Socrates says in the Phaedrus, is inhuman, pretending to establish outside the mind what in reality can be only in the mind. It is a thing, a manufactured product. The same of course is said of the computer. (Ong 1988: 79)

In this passage from Orality and Literacy, Walter J. Ong rebukes the computer critics paralleling their attacks to the ones moved to technology of writing by Plato, who paradoxically used that same technology to his purposes. Ong repeatedly insists on this point, but although he is aware that "Technologies are not mere exterior aids but also interior transformations of consciousness, and never more than when they affect the word" (ivi, p. 82), he doesn’t specify his antagonists’ motives (apart from a generic hint to “inhumanity”) neither does he hypothesizes the possible modifications introduced by computers.


Hereby and in the following paragraphs I’ll propose an attempt to classification, a sort of guide to the electronic jungle.

The first chronology summarizes, with Popper and Eccles’ help, what in the first chapter  was said on epistemology of writing (and on communication at large) and it will act as logic launching pad for the second one, in which I gathered all the endogenous phenomena concerning word processing. The term endogenous phenomena is used here to indicate all those phenomena that are a direct consequence of computer use. All external factors and problems such as computers transportability or the different impacts provoked by different word processing systems have not been taken into consideration here.

Two trends remain constant at every historical turning point: (1) progressive evolution of transmission and information production methods towards instruments allowing the least information loss; (2) growing freedom of the addressee from the sender.

1. development of language / knowledge

2. rise of writing --> first appearance of a critic consciousness (objectification of language; getting out-of-self)

3. invention of printing --> materialization of the noetic activity; ideas diffusion; introduction of the point of view; sharpening of consciousness; individuality of expression paralleled by linguistic centralization and normalization 

4. introduction of the computer --> simplification (and increasing) of production and document transmission processes; rise of a “self-editing”, neo-literacy, neo-linguistic normalization; electronic editing; hypertext; analysis vs. synthesis (readjusting vs. rewriting).

THE INFLUENCE OF THE COMPUTER (4th stage): POSSIBLE PATTERNS


READING: limited visualization; dispersion of attention because of the high pulverization of the text; EFFECT: possible negative influence on understanding; lack of comparison; decreased access to text memory; loss of coherence.


WRITING: planning flexibility; polished look of writing; micro-editing; high granularity of written text; secondary orality (idioms, stock phrases, etc.); EFFECT: fluency (synonyms, better lay-out, spelling, etc.); scarce tendency to reformulation of the text (conservatività); prose "shrinkage"; waste of depth (expressive stereotypes, stylistic iteration); loss of the memory of the whole text; loss of consistency.


PRODUCTION: increase of individual production; desktop publishing; increase of the length of the documents (electronic edition, collective electronic edition, phenomena of "textualization"; incompleteness of the electronic text; the development of procedures of production and access to the knowledge changes the concept of copyright; spread and formalization of the "enframing" (mise en abyme) as a literary genre; multisequential vs. hierarchical processes .

I. 3. 0.   Reading. Decentralization and Global Vision 

“Un texte est en efect le résultat d’un rapport oublié mais obligé entre le pratiques de lecture et d’écriture” writes Claudette Oriol-Boyer, adding that “l’ordinateur met en evidence que lire c’est déjà récrire.” Oriol-Boyer describing a spiral scheme in which all the text production stages are summarized, notes that significant variants take periodically place in a text, since WP stimulates a discontinuous, cyclic revision process.


Starting from a personal suspect, and after a first inquire among writers, I found myself facing the first dilemma: does seeing single portions of text on the screen affects editing procedure? Let’s take a step back. First of all, what happens during the reading of a written text?

Our cognitive skills allow us to “photograph” a given text. In so doing we draw a global visual impression from the page and then we choose how to proceed. Visualization is preparatory to the focusing stage, to a deeper and more accurate analysis of the text, but the choice, the real option is enacted by visualization. [_] In text visualization specific visual aspects are at play. Before identifying the various aspects of the page it is important to try to get a general glance (general text photography). (Tonfoni-Tassi: 19)

A good visualization is preparatory to focusing of the important elements, this is the first stage of the information selection, memorization, interpretation and learning procedures. 


The so called “text visualization” process, common to any kind of reading, is deeply modified by word processing. The main "dangers" derive from the loss of a global view, with a consequent loss in the consistency and essentiality of a written page perception. The screen, by displaying single portions of text (a limited visualization) foster a focusing decentralization (e.g. the micro-editing problem). Both manual browsing and windows (Wordstar®, Wordperfect®, Winword® etc.) are highly unsatisfactory since they visualize a printed page facsimile. Even hypothesizing bigger screens (such as those used in computer graphics) there remains the problem of a different perceptive dimension of the sheet of paper, more visible and physically existing in front of the writer.  

I. 3. 1.   Writing. Prolixity or Conciseness?

Many articles or essays writers noted changes and transformations in their work when using a computer. Texts are generally more concise, more fluent and lose a lot of “extra weight” (hypertrophic adjectivation, repetitions, superabundance of punctuation).

Edward Mendelson, whom I interviewed after reading an article of his, wrote me:

Every serious writer I Know (as opposed to people who merely write letters or journalism) has noticed that his style changed when he began working at a computer. Every editor I know says that serious writers produce less concise, less well-organized prose when they work at a computer than when they work at a  typewriter. I still do all my serious work at a typewriter, and my journalism at a computer. (Personal letter, October 20 1991)

 I was greatly startled by this since it went counter to my first observations. I attributed this diversity of data to the differences between English and Italian language. In a letter to Enzo Golino (I am indebted to him for the first report of this case), I attributed to the different languages structure -- synthetic vs. analytic -- the different kind of modifications undergone by the text: "prose shrinkage" in the case of Italian, "increase of lengthy" in the case of English. 


The facts Mendelson and I observed are not in contradiction with each other; they illustrate the main effects or traps in which WP users often fall. In my opinion users’ qualification -- greater in the case of the US -- has a great weight on the quality of the observed phenomena, the increase in fluency  in my opinion is a kind of infantile disease, a first step in the global modification process.

I. 3. 2.   The prose wastage

In loading, unloading, transferring operations, Goods undergo a loss called wastage. The same thing seems to happen to prose when it is processed by a computer: in running up and down the screen it gets slimmer. It might be said that by simplifying it the machine accomplishes its communication task. The other side of the coin is that draining and simplification often result in an impoverishment and a loss of depth .


In the long run users tend to be conditioned by the growing control on language and writing offered by computer. It is easy to lose control of this instrument created to speed up calculation. It is not easy to be fully in control of it. The software flexibility is such that an easier approach risks to parallel an unaware use of it. It might be objected that legs muscles didn’t atrophy after the invention of the elevator, that we are still able to walk after the invention of automobile and so on. The difference here is that computer is non a prosthesis; it actively participates in the fundamental process of transferring ideas into written form.


Ezio Manzini in one of the first Italian articles on this subject talked about "a loss of linearity"_; if it is true that there has been a growing inclination to think about what might be written after the introduction of writing, computers, by offering a multi-facets quantity of data, not only do change the space-temporal dimension of perception, they also change thought organization resulting in a computer writable thought.

We are getting to the core of the problem: the nature of the problem of writing and computer, apart from its phenomenology, is a purely epistemological one. When using a computer all the writer’s knowledge (language, style, perception) comes into play.

Our purpose is to outline the evolution of computer writing through "wastage analysis" -- that is, the analysis of variants.

I. 3. 3.   Editing: changes and rewriting. Some implications

Writing has long been considered a linear activity, consisting of separate and sequential steps (pre-writing, writing and post-writing). According to this model, the conceiving of content precedes its transcription, and the latter precedes editing, which is a superficial revision that does not affect the text meaning and its structure. Recent researches demonstrated that revising may take place at any stage of the composing process (which is acknowledged to be recursive rather than linear) and may consist of a structure, purpose, content readjustment. Moreover, editing may have a considerable effect on the writer’s knowledge: experienced writers acknowledge to fully understand what they want to say only through writing and revision. This meaningful and recursive use of editing (continuous, deep and “epistemic” seems to characterize only of experienced writers. (Paoletti 1991: 83)

The editing-rewriting process, shows that text has, in a way, a life of its own, independent from ideas. When writing we get into a different expressive dimension: ideas may be affected by our style more than it is generally recognized.


Style has always controlled “passions” and writing (not necessarily through self censorship as through reflection) prevents us from transferring some of our thoughts on paper. A passionate radical may turn into a pragmatist, a pragmatist into a revolutionary. Is it schizophrenia? No, but reflection and serious research dislike the straightforwardness of words: ideas effective in a meeting don’t often hold when written down (or read). Wp by only technically modifying editing strategies (form and style) not only does deeply modify the praxis of an interiorized activity such as writing, it also modifies our relationship with thought and its “writability”. 


As seen in chapter I.2 ( and as will be confirmed by the interviews) it is common opinion that rewriting has been substituted by modification when using computers,. On this regard it is worthwhile to mention the conclusions of a study AFP (Agence France Presse) carried on, on the introduction of computer into editorial offices:

The study demonstrated that journalists’ composition strategies vary according to their instrument. Typewriter users performed twenty times as many syntactical modifications and twice as many word changes as computer users. As far as composition procedures are concerned, journalists working on computers performed iterative strategies, gradually filling an empty “grid” with information, as they went on.


The results of this experiment pointed out the link between the different editing systems and the completeness, consistency and organization of a text. [...] Using the “Puzzle” word processing system which allowed to easily move around the different components of a text it was possible to obtain an almost perfect reproduction of the original information. As far as consistency was concerned it seemed to be enhanced by typewriters, whereas “Puzzle” allowed an easy reorganization of the text by subject but produced inconsistently connected sentences in more than 50% of the cases. Such results were also related to the duration of the text planning, twice as long in the case of typewriters. (Scavetta 1992: 27-29)

Many of computer experts such as Giovanni Degli Antoni, founder and director of Hypertext Users Group of Milan University hold a different point of view: 

The writer may always see his text on the screen as though it were completed. If he changes his mind he doesn’t need to rewrite the whole text. He can easily modify a small part of it. The writer trying to define or build up his own style may achieve his goal more easily by using a word processor than writing on paper, since the numerous corrections tend to dishearten him and in lead him to accept in the end a composition (or style) compromise. This happens with the WP too; but it enables the writer to perform many more corrections without the frustration of reading his own errors over and over. (Giovanni Degli Antoni, “Texts, Hypertexts, and Beyond” in Cagnazzo-Ortalda 1991: 20).

Therefore, according to Degli Antoni, computer may “create writers”. But what he sees as an advantage to many is the main cause of writing deterioration: "The computer makes it so easy to make minor adjustments to your first thoughts that second thoughts begin to seem superfluous. Writers who used to type successive drafts, sharpening the focus and shifting the weight of their argument at every stage, now retouch their first drafts until their prose settles into an entropic sameness." (Mendelson 1991)

What is less convincing in Degli Antoni’s computer praise are his conclusions: what would this “style compromise” enforced by paper be? Years of textual criticism on manuscripts are demonstrating the contrary: revision is neither a physical process of written material reorganization (ideas, data, etc.) nor is it a mere reshaping of it. It is a mental process and a knowledge activity:

Elaboration is never limited to Orazio’s labor limae. Rather it is a work in progress, characterized by continuous and startling waves of new intuitions. It is a dynamic elaboration: the text is not born completed but it grows word by word. There is no ne varietur reading of a text. [...] By close study of the diachronic apparatus of major Italian poets as Petrarca and Montale, the monolithic notion of the text has been upset. New critically refined, philology, demonstrated that “poetry” is a work in progress, a slow and fatiguing achievement, rather than a revealing flash in the darkness. (Vittore Branca, “Philology” in Branca-Starobinski 1977:82)

[...]
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