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How many people could read and write in the ancient world of the Greeks and Romans?

No one has previously tried to give a systematic answer to this question. Most historians who have
considered the problem at all have given optimistic assessments, since they have been impressed by large
bodies of ancient written material such as the graffiti at Pompeii. They have also been influenced by a
tendency to idealize the Greek and Roman world and its educational system.

In Ancient Literacy W. V. Harris provides the first thorough exploration of the levels, types, and functions of
literacy in the classical world, from the invention of the Greek alphabet about 800 B.C. down to the fifth
century A.D. Investigations of other societies show that literacy ceases to be the accomplishment of a small
elite only in specific circumstances. Harris argues that the social and technological conditions of the ancient
world were such as to make mass literacy unthinkable. Noting that a society on the verge of mass literacy
always possesses an elaborate school system, Harris stresses the limitations of Greek and Roman schooling,
pointing out the meagerness of funding for elementary education.

Neither the Greeks nor the Romans came anywhere near to completing the transition to a modern kind of
written culture. They relied more heavily on oral communication than has generally been imagined. Harris
examines the partial transition to written culture, taking into consideration the economic sphere and everyday
life, as well as law, politics, administration, and religion. He has much to say also about the circulation of
literary texts throughout classical antiquity.

The limited spread of literacy in the classical world had diverse effects. It gave some stimulus to critical
thought and assisted the accumulation of knowledge, and the minority that did learn to read and write was to
some extent able to assert itself politically. The written word was also an instrument of power, and its use
was indispensable for the construction and maintenance of empires. Most intriguing is the role of writing in
the new religious culture of the late Roman Empire, in which it was more and more revered but less and less
practiced.

Harris explores these and related themes in this highly original work of social and cultural history. Ancient
Literacy is important reading for anyone interested in the classical world, the problem of literacy, or the
history of the written word.
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From reader reviews:

Alicia Mendes:

Why don't make it to become your habit? Right now, try to prepare your time to do the important action, like
looking for your favorite reserve and reading a guide. Beside you can solve your long lasting problem; you
can add your knowledge by the reserve entitled Ancient Literacy. Try to stumble through book Ancient
Literacy as your friend. It means that it can to become your friend when you feel alone and beside associated
with course make you smarter than before. Yeah, it is very fortuned to suit your needs. The book makes you
much more confidence because you can know every little thing by the book. So , we need to make new
experience as well as knowledge with this book.

Janet Magnuson:

This book untitled Ancient Literacy to be one of several books this best seller in this year, that's because
when you read this e-book you can get a lot of benefit on it. You will easily to buy this particular book in the
book store or you can order it by way of online. The publisher with this book sells the e-book too. It makes
you quickly to read this book, as you can read this book in your Cell phone. So there is no reason to your
account to past this guide from your list.

Kathleen Bosarge:

This Ancient Literacy is brand-new way for you who has intense curiosity to look for some information as it
relief your hunger associated with. Getting deeper you into it getting knowledge more you know or perhaps
you who still having small amount of digest in reading this Ancient Literacy can be the light food for you
because the information inside this specific book is easy to get simply by anyone. These books produce itself
in the form which is reachable by anyone, that's why I mean in the e-book type. People who think that in e-
book form make them feel drowsy even dizzy this reserve is the answer. So there is absolutely no in reading
a reserve especially this one. You can find actually looking for. It should be here for anyone. So , don't miss
it! Just read this e-book type for your better life as well as knowledge.

Donald Purcell:

You will get this Ancient Literacy by look at the bookstore or Mall. Merely viewing or reviewing it might to
be your solve challenge if you get difficulties for your knowledge. Kinds of this reserve are various. Not only
simply by written or printed and also can you enjoy this book through e-book. In the modern era like now,
you just looking of your mobile phone and searching what your problem. Right now, choose your ways to
get more information about your e-book. It is most important to arrange you to ultimately make your
knowledge are still revise. Let's try to choose appropriate ways for you.
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