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Book Review 

Dr. Fishman’s small book (90 pages of text and index) describes the development of vernacular 

literacy in European languages through the last millennium and their impact on the development 

of literacy in minority languages worldwide. While he never defines how he is using the terms 

literacy and literacies, he talks mainly about the process of standardization of writing systems 

and the attainment of functional importance in their respective speech communities. His purpose 

in writing this book is to highlight the potential good of literacy for mankind, but contrasting that 

with the history of domination and oppression. 

Chapter 1 is a short, simple introduction. In chapter 2, titled What is a ‘Language’ of vernacular 

literacy?, Dr. Fishman defines several terms that he will use throughout the book. He begins with 

the problem of defining language. Surprisingly, he chooses to describe a layman’s perspective of 

language. He uses four “attitudinal dimensions”: vitality, historicity, standardization, and 

autonomy that will describe language for the purpose of this book. 

His uses the term vitality to describe the perspective, from within the community, that their 

language has a sufficient size. Historicity is the perspective that one’s language has age. 

Standardization is more of a process, or an outgrowth of a need. For literacy to spread there 

must be consistency in grammar, punctuation, and spelling. There also needs to be a consensus 

in the speech community that one variety is the right standard, and that those who are producing 

written materials are recognized authorities. The fourth dimension, autonomy, is the ability to 

separate one’s perspective from that of comparison with any other variety. 

Fishman next explains that these attributes are scalable, there is an order to the attainment. There 

must be vitality before there is historicity; there must be historicity before there is autonomy. The 

presence of all three attributes makes it possible for there to be standardization. He uses the 



 

 

presence or absence of these four attributes to define eight language types. Following is the 

chart
1
 he presents with all of this information: 

Language types 

Attributes 

Vitality Historicity Autonomy Standardization 

Literary X X X X 

Vernacular X X X  

Dialect X X   

Creole X    

Pidgin     

Classical  X X X 

I-A-L
a
   X X 

Code    X 
a
 International Auxiliary Language, for example, Esperanto 

Fishman points out that for any speech variety to attain any new attribute, the process will 

involve struggle. 

Finally, he attempts to define when adult literacy is attained. He presents a “widely adopted” 

definition (although he doesn’t cite his source) of “the ability to read and write…at levels of 

proficiency necessary to function on the job and to achieve one’s goals and develop one’s 

knowledge and potential.” However, he acknowledges that it is difficult to make synchronic 

comparisons across all the languages of Europe, and the data aren’t available to consider a 

diachronic comparison. 

At the end of chapter 3, titled The rise of vernaculars of literacy in Europe, Fishman says that the 

chapter should be viewed as an introduction to chapter 4, which is about societal change. He says 

that societal change is very difficult to analyze, so in chapter 3 he describes a spatial model that 

will facilitate the description of societal change as it coincided with literacy development. To 

begin this description, he first describes six time periods in history when the languages of Europe 

gained the literacy. He bases much of this chapter on Duetsch (1952). 

With each time period Fishman describes significant events and trends, but I will only describe 

his generalizations made in chapter 4. 

 The first time period (T1) is focused on 950 CE. At this time there were six classical 

languages that were the preeminent literary languages: Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Old Church 

Slavonic (Old Bulgarian), Arabic, and Anglo-Saxon [Old English]. 

 The next time period (T2) ends in 1250. During this period several Romance languages 

developed autonomy from Latin, and in a process distinct from that, several Scandinavian 

languages developed literacy. 

 The T3 time period jumps 550 years to 1800 and the beginning of industrialization. 

During this time eight more major languages of Europe developed literacy. 



 

 

 T4 covers the next 100 years and another eight languages gained literacy, most notably 

were the developments of six Slavic languages. 

 Time period T5 ends in 1937, which was pre-WWII and just before Duetsch wrote his 

book. There was an addition of twenty languages during this time, most notably were 

thirteen Eastern European languages. 

 T6 brings us up to 1990, during which Fishman notes that there was significant 

developments on all continents during this period. 

In the last section of the chapter Fishman discusses the relationship of the time periods with 

geographic spatial relationships. He describes horizontal and vertical dimensions on the map of 

Europe that he uses to plot trends. Then he uses a computation to quantify “the average 

time/quadrant.” From these numbers he claims that they show a west to east and north to south 

progress of literacy. 

In chapter 4, titled Macro-factors in the societal spread of vernacular literacy, Fishman 

discusses societal changes, generalized from the study of time periods in the previous chapter, 

that were involved with the spread of vernacular literacy. He notes that social change and 

language change are quite intertwined. The historical societal macro-factors affecting the 

development of literacy development include: 

the spread of religions and their literacies 

differentiation from a classical literacies 

competition between language communities 

warfare 

trade 

spread of technological innovation 

spread of an innovation in identity 

structural similarity to languages that already have a literacy 

Fishman notes for several of the factors that, while the societal change laid the foundation for 

development in one language, it also guaranteed that there would be continued strife with or 

domination of other languages. Furthermore, he says, “There is no language policy which is 

beneficial for everyone” (p. 48). 

Chapter 5, titled Heroes of European vernacular literacy, is dedicated to a discussion about 

four men whose life work served to develop literacy for their languages: Antonio de Nebrija 

(1441–1522) for Spanish, Johann Gutenberg (c.1390–1468) for German, Vuk Stefanovic 

Karadzic (1787–1864) for Serbian, and Mendl Lefin (1749–1826) for Yiddish. The common 

theme in their stories was that they were initially opposed by the religious establishment. In each 

case, at a later time, the religious establishment accepted vernacular literacy, utilized it for their 

own purposes, eventually promoting it to a level that had been previously unattainable. 

In chapter 6, titled Micro-factors in the societal spread of vernacular literacy, Fishman describes 

a few, but significant, “micro-factors in the spread of vernacular literacy.” First, he explains that 

literacy in the classical languages was quite prevalent among the elite classes before the 

development of vernacular literacies. Due to the particular patterns of European social class 



 

 

relationships literacy was able to spread fairly easily. It also created a new democratization and 

enabled upward mobility. Democratization also facilitated national liberation movements. 

However, with all of the standardization of languages there was a level of centralization, which 

inevitably marginalized less central varieties. 

In chapter 7, titled The literacy bullies on the block, Fishman describes the affects of the spread 

of European vernacular literacies on other languages during overseas colonization. He describes 

four scenarios: 

a. Places where the European language was never official, it was marginalized, and it never 

had any positive or negative impact on local vernacular literacy. 

b. Places where the European language had/have official status, but they are losing ground 

and relevance locally, they tended to have little impact on local vernacular literacy. 

c. Places where the European language is official along with a local vernacular, but limited 

to an elite class. In some cases there was encouragement of local vernacular literacies, 

and there was intolerance in other cases. 

d. Places where the European language is the official and dominant language, typically they 

have not been very tolerant of local vernacular literacies. 

In reference to the minority languages that have been restricted from developing literacies he 

says, “the needs of the indigenous peoples have been neglected for so long that hardly any of 

them can be expected to either survive or recover as instruments of general societal use” (p. 82). 

The closing chapter is titled Vernacular literacy for what? Fishman reflects on the goals of the 

“heroes” described in chapter 5. Their goals were not literacy for literacy’s sake, they had higher 

goals of elevating downtrodden people. He observes that there is a hierarchy of goals and that 

vernacular literacy for all is an impossible dream. Furthermore, he says that while people have 

had lofty goals for the uplifting of people, the development of literacy has also been accompanied 

by terrible wars, genocide, and other injustices. Fishman’s final plea is that language planning be 

used for responsible societal planning. 

Application 

There are many useful applications of observations made by Dr. Fishman in this book. 

a. Historically, the desire for religious materials in vernacular languages has been a strong 

motivator for literacy development. 

b. Expanding the functions of a language, including literacy, helps to establish autonomy. 

c. A demonstration of the efficacy of vernacular literacy for trade can help spread a desire 

for literacy. 

d. Due to different local and national social and cultural circumstances, the development of 

literacies will happen at different rates, by different methods, and will establish different 

conventions. 



 

 

e. The perceptions of the members of a speech community are critical for the success of 

literacy development efforts. If they believe their speech qualifies as a language, then 

there is ‘permission’ for it to develop. If there are perceptions of the positive benefits of 

language development, such as a perception of modernization, then there is motivation to 

support the development. 

There are also certain difficulties for a speech variety in gaining recognition. 

a. The development of a literacy for one language possibly means the restriction of 

possibilities for another speech variety. 

b. If there is a structurally close variety that has attained literacy located near another 

variety that hasn’t, it may be more difficult for the latter to gain the autonomy to develop. 

c. When there is competition between two speech varieties for a function, “the stronger of 

the two wins and the weaker loses.” 

d. There is a measure of spontaneity and freedom that is lost when a spoken language is 

reduced to writing. 

e. For some functions literacy places a burden of effort on the educational process. 

f. The speech communities associated with some major languages are intolerant of other 

languages developing competitive literacy. 

Criticism 

This is a very interesting book, but it has some serious problems. First and foremost, it reads like 

a first draft. There are so many errors and inconsistencies that it looks very unprofessional both 

from the writer’s stand point, but more so the publisher. Some of it is just plain bad writing that 

an editor should have corrected! On p. 17 there is a sentence about pidgin languages that should 

have gone on the previous page. On p. 30, the first sentence of the new section is very poorly 

worded. The first sentence on the top of p. 62 has no real end and it has a beginning parenthesis, 

but no closing parenthesis. 

There are several places where ideas, seemingly disconnected to the topic, are inserted. For 

example, near the end of chapter 3, there is a heading, “Towards understanding some of the 

essential society-wide characteristics of literacy.” He uses a half page paragraph to justifying that 

he will try to analyze the trends of the past. I hardly feel this is something that needs justification, 

and it also has nothing to do with the heading. Another section, near the end of chapter 3, is 

titled “The spatial dimension of literacy: The west to east and the north to south trajectories.” 

Unfortunately, there is nothing in the section about spatial dimensions, nor anything about 

compass point trajectories! In this section he talks vaguely again about the influence Latin and 

the Roman Empire had on the development of local vernacular literacies, saying almost the same 

things he already said six pages earlier. In chapter 4, a section, titled “Warfare, holocaust and 

other unusually destructive acts of man or God,” describes how wars have, at times, had major 

impact on languages. However, he only makes a one-sentence oblique reference to holocausts, 

and I find no examples of destructive “acts of God.” 



 

 

His whole attempt to make some point in the second half of chapter 3 about west to east and 

north to south trajectories for literacy development not only fails but has little value to the book. 

It doesn’t show much of anything salient. Then he makes some mathematic calculations, which 

he doesn’t explain, and they don’t really show anything. I tried several ways of manipulating the 

numbers to get the same numbers he presents, but was unsuccessful. The last half of this chapter 

seemed pretty useless. 

There are numerous places where he makes statements that seem unsupported. For some 

statements, after pondering on them for some time, I was able to come to an understanding, but 

it could have been made much clearer. Other statements, after reading the whole book, I was 

able to go back to them and understand, but not without information that came later in the book. 

There were a few statements that required an extensive knowledge of European history to 

understand his vague reference. For example on p. 43, he cites Poland as an example saying, 

“Poland has been slowly chipped away by its neighbors…until, at last, it was gone entirely and 

the future of its major language appeared to many ‘loyal sons’ to be under threat.” I assume this 

to be a reference to the partitioning of Poland, which terminated the Polish state from 1795 to 

1918, but I don’t know how many people could be expected to know about that. I think an author 

should make clearer references 

In chapter 7, when he is describing the spread of European languages worldwide he mentions 

that Portuguese spread to Mozambique, Cape Verde, and Goa, but makes no mention of 

Portuguese in Brazil! In another place he talks about an English pidgin developing in Costa Rica, 

but he is wrong. There is an English Creole that was brought from Jamaica and other parts of the 

West Indies, but no pidgin developed there. 

There were at least 25 typos. The names of some languages were misspelled. I understand that 

languages can go by many names and spellings, but when you google the spelling of a well-known 

language (Letzembergisch for Luxembourgeois [ltz]) and no such spelling is found—it is 

misspelled. He uses strange forms of words like: literarization, poser-charged, rememberability, 

sacralizations, ethnonationalism, and perspectival when there are simple ways it could be said. 

He uses some words inconsistently, like “Evangeium” (a misspelling of evangelium) a word found in 

Czech, Latin, and Swedish meaning ‘gospel’ but he defines it in parenthesis as ‘New Testament’. 

But elsewhere he uses New Testament; the use of ‘evangelium’ added nothing to his point. 

I think he relies too much on Duetsch in his historical analysis of when literacy developed 

because it is not complete enough. For example, he says that Anglo-Saxon (his term for Old 

English) dies out by 1250, and he doesn’t include English on the chart until 1800, but really Old 

English just transitioned into what we call Middle English. He says there weren’t other literary 

Germanic languages in 950, but Old Norse and Gothic were being actively written at that time. 

On pp. 27–28 there are errors in reference to Duetsch’s chart; saying that Norwegian and Russian 

come in at T3, when they were already listed in T2; saying that the T3 to T4 growth rate, applied 

to the T1 to T3 time period would have resulted in over one hundred languages, but it would 

have only been 70. 

Finally, there are several statements related to Bible translation and SIL’s participation in Bible 

translation worth mentioning. On p. 80 there is a very curious couple of sentences; the topic of 



 

 

the section is the results of French export to colonies, particularly the impact on the development 

of local vernacular literacies. He says, “It is noteworthy that the Church conducted and supported 

vernacular literacy efforts for adults conducted by a few (mostly Protestant and/or Linguistic 

Summer Institute [LSI] in nature) Western-affiliated church organizations in these countries. 

Although the effort of these institutions have been Herculean (involving the creation and revision 

of writing systems, including tonal and vowel length notations), their curricula are essentially 

restricted to vernacular translations of the New Testament and/or a small selection of prayers.” 

To whom is he referring? A Google search for “Linguistic Summer Institute” only retrieves 

references to a summer program run by the Linguistic Society of America at various United 

States universities. They aren’t Protestant, nor do they do work on developing writing systems. 

The only other conclusion is that he is referring to SIL, in which case Fishman greatly errs on the 

production of vernacular literacy materials. As of April 26, 2011, the SIL Bibliography website 

says that there are over 25,000 citations of materials on and in vernacular languages, including 

dictionaries, grammars, primers, and vernacular reading materials. Why is this reference in the 

section on French? The reference is to work in “these countries.” Assuming this means the work 

has been done in countries where French has been dominant, this only includes some of the 

countries where SIL has worked. In the next paragraph he continues, “Even so, they are closely 

watched by government agencies…to make sure that they do not stray into secular areas or 

topics.” Assuming that the “they” refers back to SIL and other Western-affiliated church 

organizations, again he errs. I don’t know of any place where SIL workers have been restricted 

from any secular topics. 

Furthermore, on p. 40 he makes the statement, “We started our discussion with ‘religion’ 

because it is so frequently overlooked as a factor in Europe’s, and in the West’s manifold 

experiences of the varietal birth of vernaculars of literacy.” I’m pretty surprised with this 

comment since in SIL it is such a well-recognized factor in the development of vernacular 

literacies. On p. 51 he refers to “Christian clergy who carried literacy to distant parts of the 

globe,” this seems like another reference to SIL and similar agencies, but he doesn’t seem to 

understand that SIL members are not ordained clergy. 

This book will be interesting to anyone interested in European history, literacy, and language 

development. It is an interesting book that is seriously flawed by numerous editing errors. 

Notes 

1  These four attitudinal dimensions and the chart are from Stewart (1968:531–545). 
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