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Although spoken language remains the main subject of mainstream linguistic research, it is undeniable 

that the concept of orthography ‘correct writing’ greatly overshadows that of orthoepy ‘correct speech’, 

reflecting that normativity and prescriptivism are closely tied to writing and written language. This is 

the starting point of this paper, in which it is argued that literacy facilitates and promotes normative 

reflection about (not only written) language, rendering it a cornerstone of linguistic norms. The main 

question is: How does literacy shape both static conventions or ‘rules’ concerning the language system 

and dynamic prescriptive practices and ideologies affecting the manifold processes of reading and writ-

ing? 

First, the advent of the normative concept of orthography is traced within the diachrony of writing 

(cf. Desbordes 1997) to then characterize structurally, psycholinguistically, and sociolinguistically how 

“the availability of the written form has a profound influence on language structure and representation 

at both the individual level (mental grammar) and the social level (language as a conventional system 

shared by a community of speakers)” (Dąbrowska 2020: 75). A key piece of evidence presented is the 

lack of metalinguistic awareness in illiterates (cf. Kurvers, Vallen & van Hout 2006). 

Next, prototypical material and functional features of literacy facilitating normativity are pre-

sented; they include the segmentality, spatiality, permanence, and ontogenesis (through educational in-

struction instead of through natural acquisition) of writing as well as the vital role it assumes in, e.g., 

ritual and authoritative contexts as well as political standardization and unification. 

Finally, a discussion of the implications of assuming a causal relation between literacy and lin-

guistic normativity is complemented by an outlook of how investigating normativity across different 

writing systems and the literate cultures in which they are embedded uncovers an orthographic relativity 

affecting, for example, differences in what is considered a spelling ‘mistake’ vs. acceptable variation. 
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