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ABSTRACT . 7 

* 
The thesis assumes that educatbrs seek &ducationally 

E 

worthwhile~outcomes of 1i.teracy teaching. It 
8 ' /' 

responds to uncertainties about the development of literacy 

which are apparent in tendencies toward eclectic a@&hing 
s. 

practices which, supported by single disciplinary , 

I 

perspectives, tend to be .mutual'ly neutralizing in their 
k 

" effects. In search of a ,co~ehensive understanding of - / ' f 

literacy, the thesis takes a:synoptic view sf. readings from 
f - ,  f 

a cluster of significant works on literacy in the 

- disciplines of classiqal studies, anthropology, cultural 
f - ,d 

history, somiohogy and psycholbgy. Profiles of the Greek 
E 

transition from orality to literacy are taken as the point 
* 

of departwe for,examining claims about literacy's cognitive 
h, 

# 

effects. These claims are set against,anthropological 
- * ,  d 

studies which indicate that c m o n  thinking processes . - . 

underlie dive&ity of cultural expression but that the . .s 
I f ,  

technology and uses of writingq'partly adcount for the 
' >  . - * 

diversity. The parti&lat attitudes, beliefs, meanings, and 
1 

uses tLhich distinguqish literacy in Western culture are shown 
B @ 

to h'ave been dedeloped gradually, the pdtential-ities of the 
f 

technology being realised in response to diverse needs it 

generates. ~thnogra~hic and empirical studies ih socio1ag.y 

illuminate factors affecting access,~mode of acquisition, 

and the social value of literacy. Psychological studies 
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, - su&st that ihdividual literacy learning should be typified 
>, 

3 
\ " 

6 '  ' 

by engagemeat, intention, and .use of the ima$inatibn. , L . .  
: ' .- - 

C 
I v 

1 .' I - -  
By means of an *extended critioql analysis of tfiese - 

I.., 

works, the th&;is findg that the fo;m literacy takesl.depehde 
.' - - 

- P d n  the* dynamic interaction of technical ~mpetencies, 
- 

' cultural-textual knowledge, social contexts, and individual 

i ' consciousness. When constituted -in pkticular ways, and , 

" .  
btokght into ,dialectical reldtion, theee elements of b 

i % ,' literacy develdpment are aapable ;of fostering critical- , a 

kt - - - >  ., i- a- . - 
4 %  

,- transfarnative literacy'; -:; Achievi-'nq, such a form of literacy 
' - -  

P - ? ,* 
is to leain td  elate to the world4dnd, experience i n  a ' -  

- '  
, 

. . . ' :7; .- \ > 
,, . 

part&ular , . way b$t does not imply a<%&hrn;nt to a particul$z, * 
I r  - , A  8 b L *  

2. .:+T 6 -- 
canon nor ' inguistic dialect. ~ e a c h i n ~  gractlce will be Ci - & '  

P., ' , 
campatile if it offers coristant demonstrations of the o 

-. - attitudes, beliefs'and values of a critical-transformative 
. ,* . 

literacy, discourages dependence an rule-governed learning, 
a 

/ 

, =Zl 

and is coherent with the manner in which 'the child''? 

7 imagination and consciousness is, at different stages, able 
P' 

to understand and grasp the world, % 
> . .  

>. Y 

.7 
$ 2  . - 

- ', 
v < 

B - - 
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Chapter one; 

Introduction \ 

To step 'into the; field .of literacy is 'to venture into , 
0 

what Walter Loban (d1978) so accurately describes' as a 
0 - 7. * 

"dangerous .a "pnacing geography." There is a 
* 

general lack of agreement about what literacy is,-how it is 
%. 

. acquired / whet effects' it has; and whose Q%nd what purposes, 
L 

I ' 

it should serh. Government leaders, social scie&sts, . , 
a 

b 
publishegs, corporate erecutives, educators, and the generale . 
public aring diverse, competing perspectives and political 

f 
agenda\to bear on the answers to duch questions/' ~h&t 

disagree ent-fn itself is not new, of course. Literacy has . \ 
- ,  

been a contenti,bus issue since at least the early nineteenth 

century. What is qew, and what makes the current debate 

more difficult for educators, i s  that literacy as a concept. 
4 

has become much more camplex. . . -. 
4 

Until the early 1980's, it was difficult to find 

explicit discussion of literady in educational "literature.',. . 
. 

Fifteen to twenty years ago, such sources as guides for 

teaching reading, statements of school goals, lists-of 

subject objectives, and preambles to reading comprehension 

tests included few explicit references to literacy. 

Becoming literate appears to' have been vihed as synonymous - 

with learning to read and. write, or was assumed to be an 

outcome achieved by learning to read and write. ~ i t e f a c ~  
1 

was thus principally a means: as one neeh a bucket to 





!d -4 

I 
Literate-capacities begin t~ look like a cultural tool-kit 

:A for thinking. The possibility of there being a complex and 
.. 
3 perhaps powerful relyionship is havinga a ;ignificant impact t 

on hbw educato;~ think about teaching and learning &d the 

role of language. If literacy is hot only a means, what 
* .  

else is it? How does literacy affect thought andpthus , 

learning? What implications doks this diffirent aoncept of. 

literacy have for education? 

Articulated concepts of literacy, like the debates on 
I .  \ 

literacy, are easier to f j n d  outsidD.the~field of education : 

than within it. -~ducators are driven, as seems to be tf?e 
I I 

9 norm; to borrow, adapt, and modify insights and 
V 

understandings about their practice froin other disciplines' 
i G  

- and from the public arena. The brief averview which follows - 1. - 
r' 6 describes the public arena in which educators are;: % 

participants. It identifies some of the prinoipal ways +. 

literacy is being defined \and talked -about and su&ekts- why 
I .  

these ways have limited value for educatprs. 
. - -  

Current Definitions and Descriptions of Litbracv 

Dictionary definitions do not explain concepts but they 

do specify-hdw words are currently used atid understood. 

Webster's ~ h i r d  New ~nternational, ~ictionar~ 

unabridged) gives two definitions of literacy: "the quality 

or state of being literate; and the ability to read a short ' 

- 
simple'passage and answer questions about it." The 

- 



definitions under the entry for literate indicate how the 
9 

term literacy may refer-to qualitathely different l 

characteris~cs. Webster's distinguishes three categories 

of meaning: ,. F 

i a ,  

1. literate defined in terms of qyantifiable skills in 

the have or have not,-absolute sense: "Able to read and i 

L-=-- 1 . , . 
write - opposed to illiterate.". 

d ' . 
2. literate defined in terms of' qua~'ities: 

/ 
A' 

lea 
. 

"Characterized by or possessed of learning: educated, 
114 - 

cultured." 
* B 

3 .  literate defined in terms of deqr or quality of + 

t 

performancen "Well-executed or technically proficient: 

polished, lucid." -5 

6 

In-institutions outside of school-s, l<tesacy is most C 

commonly talked about in its absolute, quantifiable sense. 

Typically, the talk is prmpted.by the apparent absence of 

"hat are perceived to be literate competencies. ~nability, 
w 

to read and write as measured'by standardized tests of . 
B 

various kinds has, since. the mid-nineteenth century, been 

. the canker prompting periodic flurries ofidiscuasion about 

lowered standards and the nead for impr vement. .The 
- 

reaction to the perceived incompetence is to develop 

grojects to correc he problems. The need to improve or . 

encourage particular levels or uses of literacy has 
* 

typically been identified by businesses or agencies outside 
\ 



the public school system and it is they who have responded 

by developing literacy programs. 

In the U.S., for instance, many large companies have . 

introduced literacy programs to train workers to function 

r 

more effecti~eli in their jobs. Some literacy programs are 

offered by social and charitable organizations. Others a_re 
3 

sponsored by unions or''by government departments and some 

are taught in non-credit extension departments of colleges. 

They benefit adult learners, minority students,. or 

"disad~anta~ed'~ young children, rather than "average" . 

students in the regular school system. They are associated 

with compensatory and remedial ideas and are commonly 

planned from deficit descriptions and definitions, from 
% 

characteristics of illiteracy rather than literacy. 

In non-educational contexts where levels of literacy 

are assessed, whole populations are classified on the basis 

of having or not having a degree of literacy. As a form of 

aid, the United Nations has, since 1947, administered 

literacy programs on a large scale in developing countries. 

The U.S. Bureau of Census, the military, and some government 

departments who provide remedial help to immigrant 
9 

populations speaking languages other than English also 

classify people on a have-have not basis. The literacy they 

are looking for is a minimal standard of ability to-'deal 
I 

with written language. 



The U.S. Bureau of Census defines literacy as "the 

ability to read and write a simple message in any language." 

This standard is significantly more den?anding than measures 

which deem ability to produce a signature as indicative of 

literacy. Nonetheless, it is a measure which makes minimal 

demands on the judgmen$ -of an assessor. and'neither, offers 
*. . -. 

, . ,  .: 

nor requires complicated discriminations. The l'iterate can 

be distinguished from the non-literate in a straightforward 

either/or manner. Assessments which measure ability to 

perfo-rm a range of every-day-life tasks requiring literacy, 

such as the 59-item 1985 National Assessment of Progress 
B 

test in the U.S., provide more specific iqformation about 

what an individual can do on the test but like the. simpler 

screening of the Census Bureau treats li'teracyl simply as a - 

quantifiable property which can be learned and applied 

regardless of context and purpose. 
# 

Educators in the past have not been satisfied, either 

to aim at or to achieve such minimal literacy levels. It 

must hq said, however, that current trends toward teaching 

to minimum competency levels and the practice of measuring 

that competency with systems of tests which in effect 
- 

control teaching are oriented to very limited levels of 
I c 

attainment. The way in which literacy is defined has a 

significant impact, of course, on what is measured and thus 

taught. The failure of educators themselves to 

conceptualize literacy in terms of much more sophisticated 
6-, 



4 

and ' comprehensive -. kinds of competenci&s and understandings 

makes .us vulnerable to the conceptions of others who have a 

vested interest .in minimal levels and uses of literacy. At 

the very least, it would~seem.educato~s need explicitly to 

9 reject this first definition of literacy in iavour of a 

complex description which reflects the educational goals of 

curriculum guides. 

. ': Literacy as qualities 
. . 

z. The definition of lidrate as "characterised by or 

possessed of learning: educated, cultured" makes the 

1 traditional association of literacy with being well-read'in 
. , 

the literargsense. The literate person was familiar' with . 
. . 

, % . . . , 

culturally este'emed works of literature and valued them in 

accordance with public standards. When mass schooling 

became an educational goal in the nineteenth century, it was 

clear, as Baumann notes, that education would not produce 

"literary masses." The literary sense of &iterate has thus : . .  

continued to apply and be applied only to the few. 
'2. d 

2 5  "Cultured and well-educated" described an elite group, 
I 

typified by graduates of-exclusive liberal arts colleges. 
-. , 

- A.S adefinition, it connotes a cultural literacy that is too 
8 

closely identified in traditional ways with reading and 

acceptance of the literary canon to be useful to a broad - 

spectrum of educators. Not that there is not a certain 

public longing for what is perceived as a lost cultural 

homogeneity. E.D.. Hirsch ( 1 9 8 7 ) ,  in- hisirecent best-selli-ng - t 



book, ~ulturgl Literacy, has urged schools to teach a coxtimon 

body-of knowledge in order to reinstate what he sees as a - 
,+ . rapidly eroding cultural heritage. The authority of that 

fairly homogeneous publ-ic standard of what constitutes 
t 

cultural knowledge and-thus cultural literacy has anyway 
\ 

k e n  undermined; Widely challenged by literary works from 

previously marginalized groups, its riqht to authority is 

perceived in contemporary and multicultural societies as I 

both ethnocentric and elitist. d~ 

Not only has consensus~broken down on what literature 
- - 

counts as.the stuff o•’ the culture, there is also no 

- consensus on a definition of literacy which associates being 

literate almost exclusively with knowledge of literature. 

That definition has been expanded to recognize and value 

knowledge and competence in multiple aspects and ictivities 

of.the culture. Knowledge and appreciation'of multiple 

"languages," br~oadly defined and each with its own 

standards, is acknowledged to constitute being literate in 

the third sense given in Websterts dictionary. 

characterizing literacy in respect to"a broad range of 

-social activities democratizes it. It is achieved througk 
% 

participation in all manner of activities involving the 

skills of -literacy rather than exclusively by attendance at 

academic institut'lons. "LiteracLesM thus . proliferatei' . 

b 

. media, computer, legal, cultural, political, critical, and 



what is commonly called basic or functional literacy, to 
i 

name a few. 
\ 

Literacy as com~etence, , 

What appears to distinguishone literacy from another, 

'except thexlast--basic/functional literacy--is a matrix of 

concepts and activities peculiar to each. ~ecoming computer 

literate., Yor exahple, involves learning th'e appropriate 
9 

language to refer to computer processes and understanding 

computer workings and applications; James Boyd white ( 1983) 

writes of legal literacy that it is ".,..not merely the . 

capacity to.understand the conceptual content of writings 

and utterances but the ability to participate fully in a set 

of social and intellectual practices" (p. 137). 
- 

Basic literacy, on the other hand, is determined 

principally by the ability to encode and decode any simple 

text, to fill out forms and interpret labels. It is a 
I 

2 

capacity to give and respond to signals. It is not specific 
, , 

to any body of content or information. The U. S. army has 

replaced such generic definitions of literacy for ones which 

refer specifically to the,"literacy demands of each millitary 

occupational specialty" (~enezky, 1983, p. 45). ~ssessment 

and instruction procedures are then developed that "embed 
0 

literacy training within training for the specialty itself." 

Venezky coins the term "applied literacy." 
e 

Being able to manage the written discourse current in 
, . 

prticular socio-economic or political'.contexts serves as a 



-.a 

kind of socia1,currency: the means to full parti'cipation in - r + -  

b 
I I culturally valued -act$vities requiringeliteracy. Bailey and 

. Fosheim (1983) endorse the view that literacy is tied to 

social activities and go even further, asserting that "...an 

individual may be literate in one domain and yet ef'fectively 

illiterate in andther ... Changes in the demands for literacy 
4 . -. can render useless some forms of reading and writing while 

placing high values on others!' (p. 5). So conceived, 

literacy becomes a passport to membership in a particular 

system of activity and may not be transferable to other 

activities. ;'. 
: , . 

Indeed, school reading tasks can apparently be useless 

in some circumstances. On a recent Canadian literacy survey 

(Southam, 1987), young adults apparently coped quite well 
, , 

with school-type -reading but had t'roubie finding headings in 
a 

f he Yellow Paqes or summarizing general themes. Such 

findings, if interpreted at their face value and added to a 

value judgment about the-importance of bking able to read 
f 

The Yellow Paqes, might seem to imply that training in 

reading The Yellow Paqes should replace existing school 

kinds of reading--a line of thinking that underpins basic 
P < 

literacy programs and much of the minimum competency trend. 

Adopting a literacy-as-competency concept of literacy has 
. . 

further implicati-ons for education, insofar as it implies. 

that learning to read and write about the subject is a way 

of learning the subject. The contexts in which this view of 



literacy is applied, however, typically value expositfi~y - 

reading and writing over the narrative and imaginative. IIY 

,is a concept of literacy which in practice privileges 

- explanatory, exploratory, and scientific language that 

explains, explores and demohstrates. 

~onc6ptualizing literacy in terms of literacies which . 
r e  domainspecific and socially exclusive his a certain 

pragmatic appeal. Acquiring the literate competencies 
= .  

needed to be a tax clerk sbpnds, and indeed is, functional 

and applicable and relevant iq what is commonly called "the 
' 

real world." In her study of the writing done by a bank 
I 

- staff, however, Jane Ledwell Brown"(1987) found that-83% 

reportede learning from their work experience and only 24% 

from seminars and courses. When literacy is acquired in 

contexts of use, the conte-xt not only makes what is to be 

learned mebningful but also has a direct socializing 
- 

function which is efficient. From an" &dVcational 

perspective, however, preparing students'with the literacy 

skills for certain kinds of jobs would tend to marginaiiza 

fhe broader implications that attach to a more complex 

concept of literacy. ~iterac~-as-competence conceptualizes 

literacy as tools and information which socialize the 

, individual to function in particular contexts. But 

educators are not concerned only with preparing students 

possible future contexts and uses of the contents and 

in the curriculum; they are also concerned withithe ways in 



. . 

which' the curriculum and the role's•’ literacy in the, 

curriculum fulfil present ahd immediate needs of children as 

users. of symbols. In fostering literacy, they. wiil thus 
I 

take account of the symbolic nature of all forms of language 

and its uniquely humanizing, as well as instrumental uses. 

-and purposes. 

Literacy and Teachinq Practice 

- That none of the common definitions and concepts of 

literacy can be regarded as adequate for educational 

purposes should not surprise us. The definitions which come 

to education from common usage refer to certain social 

manifestations of literacy--skills in decoding and encodiq, 
k 

possession of aspects of cultural knowledge, and competence 

to communicate within a particular context., The links \ 
between teaching practices in schools, individual processe 

CI 

of acquisition, and the social evidence of literacy are by 

no means simple or clear. In making literacy an explicit 
I, 

goal of education, educators and educat'onal theorists put k 
themselves in the position of needing to understand what 

they mean by literacy and, following from that* 

understanding, to find ways to achieve the outcomes of 

literacy they believe to be educationally worthwhile. 

~hese-outcomes are likely to be distinguishakile froi: 
b .  

the outcomes sought by other groups within the society. 
I 

Employers or religious authorities, for instance, may simply 
)I 
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want workers or c gregations uiho fo-llow instruction~They 
. 

may be most concerned with ability to read. 

functions as copying and transcribing may be all that is 

required in many situations. Adult learners in literacy 

programs commonly have their own quite specific purposes for 

learning to read and write. Educators, iri contrast, are 

charged with responsibility'for making decisions and 

choices about the purposes for literacy when they&teach 

young children and adolescents. As educators, they intend 

to encourage individual knowledge and competencies in 

directions that are both socially and personally desirable 

and in the belief that knowledge and competence will enable 

personal fulfilment in social settings. Their motives are 

more altruistic than self-interegted. In principle, at 
r 

least, they will encourage literacy which enhances 

individual potential rather than literacy which inhibits or - 
constrains it. 

With evidence accumulated over the last deca,de that 

skills approaches to language instruction inhibit 

development (Cambourne, 1988; Harste, Woodward, b Burke, 

1984;  Smith, 1 9 8 6 ) ,  significant changes in ways of teaching 
I \ 

to achieve literacy are.. taking place. ~ b i l i t ~  to read and 

write is being understood as involving more than correct 

assemblage and analysis of Linguistic components: It is 

seen as developing in response to the meanings and purposes 

for which it is used. As Mary Barr ( 1 9 8 2 )  describes it, 



"[Language development] accompanies and pefmeates 
% 

Gkperience, growing more like a plant than a building, in 
d 

l J  response to surrounding nutrients instead of'in- accord with 

* i - e 
blueprints" (p. 3). such changes-in understanding.are- 

- J  . 

7. 

reflected to some extent in teaching practices whish assume 
%J 

that children are meaning-makers of their 0wn:intelligible .- e 
* .  

environment. These practices are beginning to change 

classrooms and to replace linear, sequential, skills- 

teaching methods, Literature, replacing basal rea'ders, is 

used as the material for-learning ta read as-well as for 
b 

are assumed to have ce and ideas 

they 4an write about and which can thus be indluded a$ 
S 

ject matter for writing, replacing such tasks as making 

up sentences'in order to use spelling words. 

The picture of the student in such classroom's is, as 

Mary K. Healy (1984) describes it, of "an active language 

user, spurred by m e  intention, deliberately trq.nslating- . 7 -  
- ,. 

experience into wodds and structuring her own meaning" (p. 

3). It is also recognized in these new approaches, however, 

that that--student is not alone. Language use is not only an 

indiyidual meaning-making activity, it occurs in.and can be 

nurtured by social settings. The ideal social setth$?A., 

' I collaborative father than competitive in structure and , 
- 

offers purposeful opportunities for language u-se. It is 
&@' ? 

structured on the assumption that all students are capable 

~f~participating successfully. It communicates the message 



that reading and writing are both possible and worthwhile 

for all and.that they are useful for doing things in 
- .  . i 

I the 

world. , .  

k These views and pedagogics do not simply represent ' . . 

alternative methodologies which ,app"ear to be operationally- . . , 
success'ful in the short term. They are based on socio- 

paycho-linguistic--models of reading and writing that derive 

from theoretical work in psycholinguistics and psychology 

(Vygotsky, 1962; Kelly, 1963;-Bruner, 1975, ,1986); on 

interactive mddels of langu'age acquisition (Halliday, 1978; 

Krashen, 1984); on interactive or transactional theories of 

reader r&sponse (Rosenblatt, 1938, 1987); and on researkh 

about composing processes of writing (~erthoff , 1981; ~ m q ,  
. ./ 

grounds. They acknowledge that the child's mind is not a 
i P  

clean slate awaiting teachers' marks. They satisfy certain 

intuitions about the integrated, holistic nature df language 

and 

the 

. - 
learning. They seem closer to our lives as learners in'- 

% ~ 

world outside school and seem thus more accessible and 

experientially plausible. . 

On the other hadd, these approaches have an ad hoc 
6 

quality about them. Although informed by theories about 

language learning and compos tion, that theory does not ti 3 

', 

encompass a comprehensive educational view of lite~acy, 

not~ithktandin~ the fact that literacy has"become an 

explicit goal of mainstream education. Even current texts . 



which now declare literacy as their goal commonly have 
+ 

littta to say about the assumptions related to literacy 

which underlie the teaching practices they recommend. They 

are moreS.likely ts assert that this or that practice will 
' 

. . 

develop literacy than to explain.why. The dangertiand 
1. 

perhaps the great loss, will be that integrated, h istic $ !  
approaches to language and-learning will simply compete in 

the marketplace of alternative strategies. Evaluated -, 

within the-narrow frameworks set by standardized tests, for 

instance, they may prove more or less effective in raising 
Ib 

sqores. , < .  L 

It would be naive to suppose that any theory, however 
_ &  - 

derived, necessarily has an impact dn teaching 'pra&ti.ze; 
C\ 
t Teaching and thaching situations tend to be c~nstantly 

I 

shifting and improvisational by nature, rather than rational 
9 
\ 

and linear. Teachers' practical knowledge or "lore", as 

Stephen North (1987) calls it, has a pragmatic logic and 

experiential structure. Teachers are concerned with what . . 

works or might work with students and they interpret their . . 

own practice within an experience-based-framework. A< . %  

functional property of teachers' lore, says North, is that 

"While anything can become a part of lore, nothing can eEer 

be dropped from it" (p. 24). What;this means is that 
k .  

,teachers, engaged in a messy and mostly artful enterprise, * 

entertain and act upon often contradictory premises and, - .  

furthermore, act routinely, bn the. basis of what they, . . 



already know. It seems reasonable to assume, then, that new 

approaches to reading and .writing will typically be added to 
- 

the teacher's eclectic repertoire. They will be made over, 

as North puts it, "in a way that suit; [the teacher's] needs 

in a particular time and place. And not just once. 

'' Practitioners are always tinkering with things, seeing if 

they can't be made to work better" +(p.25). 
1 

In the context of what will "work better" to achieve 

literacy, teachers will need to know what kind of thing it 

, is they are aiming at, if they &re to evaluate what they do. 

At present: educators trying to decide how to think about 

Li.teracyxare faced with a perplexing array of competing . , ' 
concepts and contexts to consider. While literacy itself is 

e- 

inade-quately conceptualized and understood, its value and 
J I 0 

meaning as an educatibnal goal must be seen as problematic;- . 

Being able to read and write seems a clearly important. - .  
- 

though not sufficient condition for becoming a literate 

individual. It includes acquii-ing-a body of knowledg& and 

some strategies for thinking and learning. Writing th&ught . . 
- 

-6f as composing involves thinking and undergtanding and 
- 

drawing on what is known. What is the character of the 
- -  4 

relation, .then, among the language skills of reading, 
ii 

writing, speaking and listening,-the information and 

concepts represented in-texts, and the strategies we use to , 
> 

comprehend and make use of them? Might that relation be 
4 -  

part of what ought to-be expressed-in a concept of literacy? 



18 

Literacy and literat& behaviour do not, of course, 
, ;ab- 

characterize only individuals. They are socio-cultural .. I i 

phenomena whose characteristies are historically achieved. 

Those'characteristics will not be generic therefore-, but - 

Vi$l depend on factors and conditions which are particular 

to a society or culture. An understanding of literacy Vhich 

took account of socio-historical conditions and developments * 

would embed literacy in a theoretical framework. Within - 

such a framework, we might think about language, learnirig, 

and thinking and tbe social contexts for their development 

in a more comprehensive and integrated way than is possible 

with the current definitions and concepts of'literacy. With 
- 1 

a full an& ridh sense of what kind of literacy is possible, 
-. 
we are bettft able to evaluate practice; we can make 

decisions about "what works" from a sophisticated 

understanding of what we intend to accomplish. 
d 

7 .  

', 
'Overview of Thesis 

In this thesis, I attempt to respond to the general 

lack of agreement among educators about what is entailed3.n 

becoming literate, what cognitive effects are attributable 

> ,  to literacy, and what and whose purposes literacy should 

serve. In the process of constructing -that response,,I have 
0 

examined the development and effects of literacy from the 
.. - 

particular .disciplinary perspectives of classical studies, 8 

anthropology, cultural history, sociology and psychology. 



In choosing to-investigate what each discipline has to,say 
- - *  

about literacy, I have intended to describe what each;rays 

from inside the discipline, as far -as I could, wbjle at the 
- I  

same time maintaining an educational perspective. From the 

rather intimidating volume of research in each discipline, I 

made primarily pragmatic choices; I selected those works 

which have been widely used to offer theoretical support 
f .  

i- 

particular practices and programs. From a selective and 
- 

partial reading,"these theoretical perspectives are used 

for 

+ 2 

support electicism in practice, but my intent has been to 

take a more synoptic view in order to arrive at a more 

comprehensive understanding. Recognizi-ng (he pitfalls of an 
- c r  

atheoretical eclecticism, I have the~efore taken a critical 
,- * "  - 

I A 7, 

stance toward this varied literature, but my overall purpose"; 

has been to elicit what seems usable for educators seeking 
' 9 

to formulate their understanding of literacy. 

Such is the diversity of these disciplinary- 

perspectives and their specific findings that attempting a 
, - 

synthesis might seem at worst futile and at beat 

presumptuous. As educators, however, we need to see the 

field as a whole. We cannot afford the luxury of the * 

specialist. We cannot view students, their learning or our 

. _  teaching, exclusively through the specialized lenses of the. 

psychologist, for sociologist, or lingui+st. Each -student in 
ii ? -, , 

the classroom is simultaneously an individual personality, a 

member of a c,ulture, a bundle of menta.1 capa~ities,~ and' a 
-- 



physical, sensing body, with all the specificities which 

attach to each of those categorizations. student; bring , \ 

their whole selves to the social context of the classroom . 
which itself ifnpinges on and affects those selves and thus 

needs to be structured so as to nurture their social, 

personal, and intellectual development. ~ppropriating any 

single analytic perspective would distortPperception of the 

students as whole beings. We want to be able to juxta~ose 
4 

one perspectiveragainst another, to allow understanding of 

each to inform understanding'of the others, and in turn to 

in a conceptually rich and distinctively 

on the processes we engage in to 

teach ze,a dii pg and writing and thus foster literacy. The 
I v 

/ investigation undertaken in this thesis is intended to 

reflect that frame of reference. 

In order to answer the general question of how 

educators might co&eptualize literacy, the thesis 
3 - 
investigates four interconnected dimensions of -its 

development: the nature of the relations (1) between orality 

and literacy; (2) between the development of literacy and 

the forms and uses of writing; (3) the effects of literacy 

on thinking and development of knowledge in the individual 

and the culture and (4) the conditions under which these 

effects are achieved. I begin from the obvi-ous premise that 

literacy is a socio-cultural phenomenon with a history. In 

Western culture, we caq, begin that h2story with the Greek 



invention of a new alphabetic script. The ways in which 

alphabetic literacy developed in Greece laid the ground for 
J .  

its subsequant development in. western culture. . s he Second - .  
, - 

chapter thus sets out and discusses theclaims arising from 

studies of the transition from oralit-y to literacy in 

ancient Greece. Cpllectively, these claims constitute a - 
v A 

hyppthesis abodt Literacy whlch is challenged, qualified, 

and refined in the next four chapters. 

Chapter Three takes up the question of how literacy 

affects thinking and forms of expression by exploring, 

through the lens of anthropological studies, the nature of 
-% 

the differences between oral and literate cultures. Since . . .. . 

certaip differences clearly cannot be attributed $6 mod& of . - 
/ 

expression alone, the fourth chapter traces the historical 

development of uses of writing and aoncepts of literacy. 

'The literacy hypothesis is thereby'confirmed iia its general 
7 .  

. . 

claims, but the historical record also shows that the \ 

potentialities of liter cy are neither released nor 

* experienced in a similar manner by all social groups within 

a culture. The fifth chapter uses the studies of 

sociologists to determine what features of a social context 

are probably critical in shaping the nature, uses, and 

purposes of literacy. The sixth chapter addresses the 

questions of what cognitive capacities can be c-onsidered to 

be distinctively literate and what is entailed in the 

development of literacy in the individual mind. The final 



2 2 
- 
chapter makes some proposals for teaching. Not intended to 

be exhaustive or prescriptive., it describes approaches which 

- seem compatible with the-lessons from the-previous 
- 

- ,  . 
disciplinary inquiries and which, inde'ed, seem likely to 

- 

foster a form of literacy which will enhance indi~idual 

potential. 



&apt*= TWO 

The Achievement of Literacy in Classical Greece 

Introduction % 

In the history of human culture as in the history,of 

the individual, fbrms of 5xpression in spoken language 
. -. 

pre~ede those of written langu.age,. In fact, only a tiny 

fraction of the many thousands of languages spoken 

throughout human history have been written down. The study 

of language, however, was until this century' generally 
4 

reserved for written rather than oral forms. The written,. 
2 

was thcught to be the*more accurate representation of the - ,-, - .  
- .  

pure form of the 1-aqguage and the spoken to derive from and . . 

.,ary in colloq&ial expression from-a written standard. 
' 1  , 

~inguists were not much interested in corn~~aring them 

(Schafer, 1981). While most linguists, 3 s  Schafer points ' 

out, no longer share Saussure's view that,writing exists 

"for the sole purpose of representing  language]" ( p .  23), 
. . 

the precise nature of the relation between spe'aking and- 

writing continues to be a matter for debate and 

investigation. 
. ~ 

 isc cuss ions of the relation and of the differences 

between the oral and the written have focused principally, - - 1 

however, on language structure and its situational uses 

(Mrnstein, 1971;: Halliday, 1976; ~alinowski, 1923; Vachek, 

j975). Detailed analyses of particulars enhance our 
* - 

understanding of how language works and how mehnings are - -  *:+ 



' .  created and shared but, until recently, this comparative 

w,ork tended to overlook the implications of the mental 
. . 

< . cc 

- processes of verbal composition. From Milman Parry's 

studies of oral methods of c'omposition (1928/1971)," extended 

and developed by Alfred Lord (1960), literary and classical 

scholars began to contemplate the pos~qibility that the 

Homeric epics had been orally composed and orally handed 

down. Much earlier, at the beginning of tce eighteenth' 

century, Giarnbattista Vico had argued that The Iliad and The 
. . -  

Odvssev reflected the thinkihg_of poe t i t c i i ed ' consc iousness .  . - 

P ? .  

" ,  

Vico theorized that the human mind had developed in a 

necessary sequence of three stages, begihning with the 
* c 

poetic. His work supports that of Eric Havelock w h  over , d 

several decade; h s explored the implications of Parry's 
& S 

stu-dies apd proposed that'differences between oral and 

i ' writteq expAis-idn can be 'explained by the introduction of 

alphabetic wriking. In this chapter, which begins our 

search we shall'exahine the basis of that claim and consider 

its implications for our understanding of literacy. 

- The search will take us into a fairly lengthy review of 

Vico's and Havelock's work on pre-classical and classical 

Greek verbal composition. Writing appeared in ~reece around 

the. 8th century; according to Carpenter (Havelo,ck;.--1963, , .I- .. p. 
4 ' 

- . . 
- ~ 

; .. 
4 9 ) ,  infiltrating a cultural condition of almost tata'& non- 

, , 

literacy. Like the computer in our own time, writing came . . 



to function as a. new vehicle pf ccmununication in an already 
e r  

-J 

sophisticated 'society with an elabbrate system of social and 

political qrgahization. Describing the effects of the 

computer today, or of writing in 500'B.C., requires making 

some before and after contrasts of how practices and 

perceptions appear to h changed or have been modified 
f l  

with the use of the new technology. In Greece, material 

evidence of changes was available in certain of the 

pfeserved cultural texts. The textua1 features of the 

transcribed Homeric epics--at least 'some parts of which seem 

unquestionably to bieB products of oral composition (Gomme, 
7 

1954; ~artog, 1988; Kirk, 1962; Page, 1959; Pearson, 1939; 

Vernant, 1983)--contrast strongly with the later written 

composition of Plato and of historians like Herodotus. 

Havelock proposes that the distinctive differences are the 

consequence of a culturaltransition from orality to 
, 

literacy. By releasing the memory from dependence on 

1 .  1 formulaic language and narrative structure, he claims the 

new alphabetic writing enabled the creation of new patterns 

of syntax, and new arrangements of experience.and data. 

- ~ h u s  through writing were afforded new resources for 

thinking which led, in Greece, to the development of 

rational, scient-if.i,c thought and to a new critical 

,consciousness. 
, . 

Havelock's (J963) provocativ,e conclusions were at the 

time both directly and indirectly supported by the work of 
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, , 

some prominent and imaginative scholars in other disciplines 

i -  
(Derrida, 1967; Goody & Watt, 1963; Levi-Strauss, 1963; 

' McLuhan, 1963). Together with the work of Jack Goody (197-7)' 
b ,  - 

and Walter Ong (1982a) in particular, these con&lusions are , 
. I .  

: referred to collectively as "the literacy hypothesis". That 

hypotEesis has been.challenged as being stated in rather too 
(0 

strong arid'tbo dramatically causal terms (Graf f , 1988; 

-$ Finnegan, 1977; ~treet,,'-.-1984). There is a general consensus -. 
.i ' . 

among scholars, however, that the transition to literacy in 
> 

- Greece was related to transformations in thinking about the 
world and human experience of it - as, for instance, in the 
establishment of science as a mode of rational inquiry 

distinct from"traditi~ona1 or popular patterns of thought " 
( ~ l o ~ d ,  1983, p. 1 )  . The particulars of the support fo this 7 
hypothesis thus dese&e our considerition for the light they 

- may cast on the nature of literacy. 

It may seem that delving so far into the past can 

have little relevance to understanding the effects of 

literacy in the present. What we shall see, however, is 

that Greek literacy in Plato's time is not simply the result 

of thinly spreading a.technologica1 innovation on top of an 

ancient culture. Its character was achieved as an outcome 

of the cultural ex3erience which preceded it. The features 

of that experience which have particular relevance for this 

thesis include the claims made in the literacy hypothesis 

about the content, language, and form of the Homeric e p b s  
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and the means by which they were held in the memory, 

spontaneously composed and transmitted, and the support 

adduced for these claims. The support, perhaps ironically, 

may leave doubts with regard to the Homeeic epics; but, , 

l( ,, - 

particularly through Parry's and Lord's later work with 

contemporary singers of epics in ~ugoslavia, give 

considerable substance to the literacy hypothesis: in its -:, 
, . 

more general claims. As w~ shall see in later chapters, the - 

effects of the i-nfusion-of prel-iterate experience into new 

means of expression have implications for our understanding 

of the effects of 'introducing lite;acy into pther non- 

literate cultures as well'as for educational practice. 

w he first part of this chapter sets the context with a . 
. L 

brief discussion of the notion of composing processes as 

both oral-written and spontaneous-reflective.' The following 

sections go on . .  t o  . indicate how the features of the ~omeric . 

*epics, noted in the previous paragraph, and the means of 

their transmission established 'the ground out of which Greek 

literacy could develop. Those sgme features are also used 

to illustrate the transformation in consciousness which 

accompanied the invention and spread of alphabetic writing. 
7 7 . - 

In the final sections, I consider how the apparent effects 

of alphabetic writing on poeticized thought might contribute 

to our,,:understanding and concept of literacy. 



<Lanquaqe and t h e  Eomposinq M i n d . :  , 
G 

- ' .-We do not see the world as it-is and have it impranted , .* 

* 

on our minds, in the form it appear';. naturally,. To make : , .. 
r 

. ~ 

*- :tb2 
. - > -  ., # 

sense of the world, we select: and distinguiqh bne thing, #,&A .,. , . % .  

d . . 
. . . ~. 

. .  . 
. . another, abstract and, arrange them. we ling"'istically : .  . :. 

' . - . . .. 
.- . , .. . .  ' . . , _  

. .  , - 
. , . I -  

-symbolize what we ,see and create'-order and ,rntterns, and . * 
, . 

meaning. The processes by which we do this ard the .- 

- principal means by Ghich we interpret and make sense of the 

world. The most powerful means that we have ire -the- 
. -  

techniques that language affords for es-tablishing . 
- 

relationships; for seeing and naming one thing in terms of 

others and in-relation to them. The process is a natural 

act of mind; all human beings-are composers in this sense. 

We express that composing of the world mainly in and by 

means of our talk and writing. 
. , 

Spontaneous verbal composition i=s generated from the 
-, 

structures of language internalized-by the mind. We seem to 
.. . 

be genetically programmed to speak and to learn language. 
- 

Wherever human societies have formed', their individual 

. . members have communicated'in situations'of personal contact 
- ,  

through spoken language. Although 'evidence of .abst-ract 

notation and systems of symbols date back 25,000 years,, i t  

, . i s  sound that seems prior, 'coming naturally in -the f irs&cry - 

of birth. With the invention of writing, however, and, the 
- 

systematic study of that sound as written, what is referred 

to as lanquaqe came to be identified with the wr-itten words ' 



. 
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- , we can epeak rather than with the sounds we can wr-ite. We 

tend to forget, therefore, that all-human languages are, by 

definition, ordered, structured souAds.' They may, - .  

additionally but in a sense incidentally, become visible - 

through a system of concrete symbols, but visual. . . - 

apprehensi n does not alter their essentially oral origins , I' 
i 

and thus their origin in the individual consciousness. 

Although biological programming determines the 

L capacity for language, it is our social nature nd the 

institutioxts we create that shape, and in turn are shaped 

by, the characteristics of the language we develop. changes 

in the semantic and'structural features of language serve, 

as Vico terms it, as "witness," in the sense of testifier or 

. confirmer, to "those soaial ideas and conceptions which area 
i 

a necessary part of the diffe~ent kinds of human activity 

and institution" IPompa, 1975, p. 136); It is not7simply ; 
1 _ 

that, by having as its content- some information about those, 

activities and institutions, thslanguage offers a record of ' -  

A 

them. The language itself, as language, develops and 

affects a perception of that human social'activity. Since 

language symbolically represents the interpretations of 
* - 

social, rrelations that the human mind constructs, language is 

partly constitutive of that qocial world and its social 

relations; 

The structures of language, with their patterns of 

syntax, forms .of arrangement, rules of usage, concepts and 



meanings become apparent in form when -systematically - 

. . 
. studied; in use, they constitute techniques for thizking. 

, -  

They- are the apparatus with which and by means of which we 

can thiak about, give meaning to, and express our 

experience. The forms that they take offer insights into 

- the ways of thinking of those who produce them. They reveal 
L , 1 

the Yange -of_possible connections and relationships that 

have been internalized and are typically umc~nscious. It 

- sekns safe to conclude that observable differences in 
- , .  

spontaneous forms of expression are significantly connected 

.to differences in the internalized and largely unconscious 

means for making sense of the world. What this means is 

that when we can compose'spontaneously on a subject, we can 

conclude that linguistic and semantic ksowledge of that 

subject is within and constitutive of our thought. The 

corollary of this is that what we cannot say--because the 

means do not exist in the language or because we do not know 

the language--we cannot think about either. 

Composing or_ally, however, is somewhat different from . 

-composing in writing, as anyone called upon to speak 

extemporaneously is aware. Speaking occurs spontane~usly, 

often thought-lessly. ~xcept in particular circumstances 

where we wish to choose our words carefully, it would be 

inaccurate to. think. of spoken 'language as typically composed . 

i-n the sense of prepared prior to or during delivery. Not, 

that is to say, that speaking is unintentional, but that 



what is said is not accompanied by conscious"thought. .As 
d 

Max Black ( 1968) out in tqlkibg -about the relation of 
d - __ 

language and thought: "It is preposterous to imagih6-that 
1 i 

rapsd speech is always a'ccompanied~by a,parallel f1.o~ of 
. , 

*+ 

mental iwges or "thoughts*....-Speech needs no mental \, 

- 
correlate in order 'to be meaningful'" (pi' 77). Black, notes 

that intelligible, meaning•’ ul speech, ag opposed to 
" ,  

gibberish and random verbal wandering's, is not necessarily . - . - 
the dohhsqquence nor the reflection-of previous or concurrent - 

imaging br verbalizing in the mind. Thus, I can readily . . 

describe what I dooked for dinner yesterday or talk spout- 

any familiar topic with no reference to a parallel flog of 
' i '  P 

mental images- prompting me. The words themselves, as 
' * 

symbolic substitutes for the visual images of objects and 

events, suff'ice to produce and' maintain the flow of more -' P 

words. t 

~lthough written words'can flow on to the page in much 

the same way,' the speed. o'f that flow, prior to the 

appearance of current technology, is much less than in 

speaking. -The speed, combined with the appearance of visual 

images of the'sodnds, allows written language to registee on 
1 . .  

the mind as a parallel flow; it mirrors the thought back 

. i n t ~  the mind, maXing it available for reflection. Writing 

,thus tends to seem and commonly tobe more deliberate and 

composed than' speaking. This does not mean that the writer 

always does or needs to pay attention to the parallel flow -.+ 



of images but'the images are probably almost as hard to , 

ignore as an echo to speaking would bec We have to read, in 

some sense; as we write, even if we avoid rereading in order 

to check,whether we are making sense. .Since the pattema of 
f , . . language more readify-come under conscious control when - 

written, they are at a remove from spontaneous compositicm. - 

In order to make claims about the effects of literacyVon - . .  

thinking; .it is important, therefore, to bk :ab)e to show 

that the products. of the non-literate -consciou&ss are 
\ 

," -qualitatively different , from those of the literate. In the+ 

particular case of Greek literacy, we need to establish the 

oral compositioh of the Greek epics as the spontaneous 
I 

expression of" poeticized cohscious~ess if they are to be 
- - 

contrasted with later text's comgosed in writing. . .  
That the means, o$ thinking may not have been the same 

" ,  

for al1,human groups for all time was probabxy first thought 
* * 

about and ?xplained by Giaqbattista Vico in the early 18th 
3 

century.' Until -the publication in 1 7 4 4  of ~icb's theory of 
* ,  

mind, classical scholars .had studied the monumental Homeric 
8 ,  

- - 

epics as the.works of a brilliant poet.   hey regarded 

poetry as a superior literary form which "must express, or 

be the product of, the loftiest reflective cons~ioilsness" ; 

they saw Homer as a ?age and the laureate of his age. For a 

long time it seemed inconceivable, firstly, that the epics, 

could have been prbduced withoutqiting, and thus without - 
) .  

the benefits of critical that they 



. 4 - > 

., * 
33  

could be held in-the memory canti simply recited. Vico argues 
. > 

convincingly,.however, that the p,oetry of the epics was not 

high art c,brnpds& .reflectively but a gradually transformed 
b * 

compilation of elements that were the result ofrspontaneous 
A * 

A " ,  
* ,  

composition by poeticized minds-. 
6. , 

We are not concerned here simply to believe, or even to 
-. 
t 

understhnd, how the composition of the Homeric epics was 
*. - - /' 

achieved. Nor indeed do we need to accept the claim that 

t)ey were all orally composdd--into the form+we have them. 

Rather we need to accegt only what seems the uncontentious 

point that-some o& the basic structures of the epics were . i, 
orally composed, and that-they represent 'a 

A ,  - 
culmination of a tradition of orally cornposed epics in 

% 

archaic Greek. We need as, well to understand that such 
d 

works are indicative of the poeticized mikds;x:~hi~h - 

them and that those minds-, the minds of individuals, were 
#' 

themselves indicative of the poeticized consciousness of the 
, - 

society. We look-at the Homeric epics, therefore, as 

reflecting the ~social-psychological condition of orality in 

ancient Greece. The more-detailed and complex our grasp of 

what is entailed in that orality, the more comprehensive our 

cohceptualizing of the development and the na'ture of*,the - 

literacy which emerged from it. 



The Oral Transmission of Oral Culture 

' ~ n  a culture which depends almost entirely on oral 
/ 

comrnuhicaticn, almost everything that is known has to be 
' Tt 

remembered. The more complex the social system and the 

larger the population of that culture, the more the 

maintenance of its cohesiveness will depend on the 

development of t-echniques for preserving and passing on 

culturally valued knowledge. The evidence accumulated by 

classical scholars suggests that in Greece, the Homeric 

epics embodied that knowledge and held a formalized place in 

the culture (Havelock, 1 9 6 3 ;  Kirk, 1 9 6 2 ;  Parry, 1 9 7 1 ) .  They 

represented what Havelock ( 1 9 6 3 )  calls the "collective 

social memory" which "is an absolute prerequisite for 

maintaining the apparatus of any civilization" (p. 4 1 ) .  Not 

: simply an historical record that most of the population 

. . L- could quite welJ live without, it seems t6at the epics had 

an essential-interpretive as well as conservative function. 

They served as the means by which behaviour, values, and 

indeed, all knowledge of the social and natural worlds, 

might be classified and undePstood. As repositories of . . 
dB 

cultural meanings, they could probably be said to function, 

in some respects the Vay the Bible has functioned. for many 
. u 

Christians. The language of the epics, however, as the - 
product of countless instances of spontaneous oral 

composition was probably reflective of the consciousness 'and 

of the culture at large in ways even more profound than 



$Biblical language could he. 

For knowledge to live in the memory and thereby 

constitute the consciousness, it must be experienced in some 

way--experienced, in the sense t at e 
and the imagination must be 

integrating what is to be learned. 

the emotions, the senses 

in assimilating and 

In the Greek oral . 

culture, the techniques for creating such experience as the 

means of transmission of the cultural knowledge-embodied in 

the epics were evidently highly developed (Parry, 1 9 2 8 / 1 9 7 1 ;  

Lord, 1 9 6 0 ;  Havelock, 1 9 6 3 ) .  However that may be'the case, . . 
- 2- 

the supportive documentation is accumulated by means of -: 

analysis and reflective recognition. In contrast, if we - -  

accept the widely held belief that the epics are works 'of 

mainly oral composition, then we must assume also that the 

techniques whichmenab,led their transmission were not 

developed aspan outcome of analysis and then introduce3 as . . 

- we might int'roduce them today -to help an individual'with :. - 
-7 .. , 

memorization. They were not superimposed or alterhative to 
,.. . - 

dominant iodes of understanding. Rather, they emerged obt 
, r*. . . 

of and were continuous with existing means and developed in 

response to social needs. By implication, those existing 

means would also have been poetically structured and the 
h 

Homeric epics represent an instance of their refinement and 

standardization in a fork which enabled their transmission. 

Let us turn briefly to Vico's historical explanation of 

Homer's poetic composition which will be useful in helpin? 



us to imagine the forming of pre-Homeric poet'ic 

consciousness. Vico argued on logical grounds for the 

necessity of the poetic mind astthe first stage in a three 

stage process of humm mental development. His theory 

accords with a contemporary school of thought (Johnson, 

1 9 8 8 ;  Lakoff, 1 9 8 7 )  on the fundamental role of metaphor in 
4 

the development of conoepts. In Uico's account, the story L 

of the creating of mind begins when'early people, equipped 

with senses, memories and imagination, met the world and 

discovered ways to think about it. Their sense experience , 

was their only "mode of knowledge." Their minds-responded 

to what their senses re,gistered and, by means of association . . 

and imagination, they noted and expressed their awareness of 
., - 

likenesses and differences. Without empirical knowledge of 

why and how things happen in either their own tuman world or- . - 

the natural world, they invented a logic derived f r ~ m t h e i r  
* ,  - ,  - 

awareness of their own selves. They used their own bodies-- 

their physical parts, their senses, and their passions--as 

the objects for comparison, investing the external world 

with bodily characteristics. Early people,"buried in the 
- .  

body.. .made of themselves an entire world" (Vico, 1 7 4 4 / 1 9  

p. 1 3 0 ) .  By analogy and metaphor from their own beings 

grasped and made sense of their-surroundings. . - 
Since they had to rely on their senses and imagination, 

early people could express their perceptions of the world 

only by means of these associative, and what we now rega,rd . 
' _  



as poetic, structures. As Vico describes it, the poetic 

consciousness: 

was born entirely.of poverty of language and need" 

of expression. This is proved by the first lights 
1 

of poetic style which are vivid representations, 

images, similes, comparisons, .metaphors, circum- 

locutions, phrases explaining things by their 

natural properties, descriptions gathered from 

their minuter or their more sensible effects, and 
d *  

* * < 
d - .. 

finally emphatic or even superfluous adjuncts. 
t ,  

( p .  1 5 3 ) .  , , 

- ,. 

 hat, it was necesshrily poetic meant also that these 
"lights" of style occurred spontaneously. They were not 

that is, the outcome sf reflective, artistic composition, 

designed to please or to ~urprise~with new insight. They 

were not an option, selected as a'vehicle to embody some 
. - -. . , 

I 
particular story or idea. They were, r~ther, the only means 

. . , . 
. . 

^ - 
available for understanding and interpret-ing experience. 

Vico's theory seems certainly plausible and offers us 

grounds for interpreting the Hdmeric epics .as products of a 

consciousness long faniiliar with metaphoric connections, 

narrative structure, and concrete images. Vico himself .- - 

identifies the period of the epic, the fable, and the heroic , 

tale with his second stage of mental development which he 

1 names the "heroic." In this stage, the awarenesses that have 
been given form in language become enlarged from particulars 



i p t a  maxims. The need for efficient social' intercourse 
, _  

drives. any language toward standard expression but in oral 

cultures, the need for the known and the standard is - - % 

particularly crucial for social cohesion. 'In the period -,', 
' 1 

preceding the invention and spread of alphabetic writing in 
- 

Greece, it is generally agreed that the standard meanings 

and forms were embodied in the Homeric epics. . 

These meanings and forms, being readily available to us 

in the written record, have been exhaustively examined, by 
i 

countless scholars. What is important for the purpose of 
v ' 

the thesis is to clarify how the embedding of these meanings 
- 

and forms of expression in the mind affected the capacity 

for thinking and interpreting the world. That is, how was 

thinking affeqted by the means of transmission, by narrative- 
. ;. ' 

structure, by fprrimlaic lanbuage and by 'the interpretive , , 

? 1 -., 

device of episodic exemplars?' 

Under conditions of orality, the poetic form of $he 

epics, with its use of repetition, rhythm, allitera9on;'and 

i assonance, and its balanced patterns like parallelism dnd 

antithesis, offered the required mnemonics to assist the 

memory of the poet-singer and his listeners alike. 

According to Alfred Lord's carefully analyzed recordings of 

the Balkan oral poets, the poet &,cbnstructs the narrative 
- .  

with each telling, somewhat as the jazz musician undertakes 

to rendef a known melody and improvises with recognizable - .  - -  
,- 7 

jazz phrasing. The poet, likewise, knowing the content of 



the, story, recoupts it iq song by patterning together 

metrically arranged verbal phrases of which he has a vast" 

store in his memory. As important as the poetic form was 
\ 

the narrative organization of fbA meanings and knowledge to 
,. - 

be learned. Stories have characters and action which engage 

the emotionb and can be both visualized and identified with. 

What can be'visualized can be held in the,memory and readily 

remembered. Not only was, narrative thus essential, given 

the purpose of the telling, because it could "live" in the 

memory, but it' was also essential because, as Havelock 

(1963) points out,: "Only a language of act and of event is 

amenable to the rhythmic and mnemonic process" (p. 173). 

As- vehicles of the bollective sdcia~ memory, the 

Homeric epics weze peopled with characterswho came to serve 

as generalizations or idealized models. Since the episodes 

up the narratives in both The Iliad and The 

%ow thought to have been based on actual eveats 

ii the distant past, the characters werepperhaps once actual 

persons. Vico argues for the historical base+s.of the first 

stories and,, more recently., H'einrich Schliemann's findings 

from excavations at Troy and Mycenae offer more secure 91 

b 

grounds for making an historical connection. But over time, 

some of these histori~al figures were transformed into 
I .  

heroes and gods with diyine powers, made larger th,an they 
1 - 

had been in? life. A character such as Hercules and the 

stories about him would exemplify particular features of 



life, values and beliefs., Conversely, features of life in 

the real'world which resemb e& what was modelled in the epic 
- t 

were both perceived and given meaning and'sigdificance by 
> 

being described in terms of the kmwn poetic ch.aracter. 
. - 

Stories of the actions of the characters in the epic thus 

constituted a lexicon. In our own time, the,equivalent 

heroes and stories might also be seen to c~nstitute a 

cultural lexicon, albeit one shared by'people who are 
4 - 

simultaneously members of other cultural groups. We- can 

readily recognize in our own society, I think, the same 

propensity to mythologize and idealize persons who have 

distinguished themselves in a public way and to imitate 

their behaviour, whether consciously or unconsciously. 
- ,  

* .  

Because. of the way the narrative is organized,,, e,ach 

episode stands as an event in time, separate and disjunct; 

'3 
each has the potential then to serve as an exemplar of 

I 

traditional and thus acceptable interpretations of 

experience. ~ndividuals could make decisions on the basis 

of their understanding of these known, typical instances of 

behaviour. The crucial factor in this process, of course, 

is the individual's level of familiarity with theDexemplar 

instances. Both the instances and the terms in which to 
0 

' ,  express them had to be in regular use or they would be 

. forgottewand replaced. As points of reference, they appear 
7 .  

to have, covered a vast range of details of what ~ayelock 

terms the "proprieties of life,".offerinq guidance for moral 
% 



decisions pr procedures on how, for instance, to conduct 
J 

0 

births and burials, neg\tiate war and peace, or navigate 
% - - - into a harboup.- 

What this means is that indigi<dual judgmentc of the . . 

'nature of aRy given'act was made by reference to an instance 

rather than,a principle. It was not just any personal 

/' 
/ instance, however, which we would recognize as a still very 

common way of making judgments. The exemplar offered in the \ cultural tradition Had been publicly approved and-was handed 
\ 
\ 

down as public truth. Our current practice in law of. 
a 

4 

searching for precedents is similar though it proceeds in a 
*i 

reverse direction. The law establishes the principle on 

+ '  , 
I- which a judgment is tb be made but its enactment in a 

- 

particular case is an interpretation to which subsequent ' 

judgments can be referred. Thus'eachprecedent, like -the 

episodes in the epic,'serves as an exemplar for future..' 
4 - 

referent-e. To what extent this was the common practice* it 

possible to say-although the arguments Gut fdrward by 
= 7 

and Parry would lead us to believe that the * 

so deeply integrated into the individu'al 

- .  consciousness that referring to them,would be akin to 

.referring to one's own experience. Such habits of thought 
- 1 . . 

would certainly have kept individuals firmly enmeshed in a 

web of relationships that established who they were and wh . - 

and how they should behave. As Parry (cited in  irk, 1964 

points out, 



these ways of making meaning emphasize constantly 
j 

the accepted attitude toward each thing in the # -  

. .. 
world and ,this makes,for a'.great unity of . .  . 

experience.. .Human beings- say the same things ,- - .* J ..- . k' 

about the same things, and sb the world to them, 
> * -  - 1  

from i-ts most concrete t o  its most metaphysical 
, . 

, . . . 

parts, is one. (p. 50). - - 
Such homogeneity and coherence 0.f experience is 

( 

difficult to conceive of from the shifting vantage points of -, 

contemporary  multicultural society. There must have been 

what is for us an almost unimaginable integration of self 
t 

with the world, perhaps the kind of integration which is- 
' - T 

. . 
. recagnized now as the fleeting' sense we call' "oceanicw--the, , .  . . . 

peak experience of loss of consciousness of self agd 

identification with the world. What is for us a momentary . 

awareneqs, reflectively recognized, was for the poetic mind 
. \ . 

an unconscious condition of living and being in the world.* 

According to Mircea Eliade (1949/1954), early people could . . 

not have conceived otherwise of themselves: 

In the particulars of his conscious behaviour, the .. 

"primitive", the archaic'man, acknowledges no act 
b ' .  

which has not been previously posited and lived by 

someoh else, some other being who was not a man. 

What he does has been done before. His life id 

the ceaseless repetition of gestures initiated by - .  

others. (p. 5). 



i L 
-- ' .  

< 4 3  ' 

-  hat the social..repetition~of episodes in the heroic epics " 

% 

constituted the ways of making sense of experienck explains 

the&rv function in. the .culture.- Knowing their contents was . *  

- 
clearly not equivalent to learning Canadian history in Grade . ' 

1 ~ h e i  had to be, part of the ,common knowledge. The means ' 

by which they were transmitted had also to be more effective 

than.most- tea&Crs seem to be in imparting Grade 10 Canadian 

history. 
4 

* - 

'The presentatidn 06 this poetically-narrat~vely 

organized knowledge is) likely to have contri,buted 4s much to 
> * , " 

its acquisition a s  the. form. Since it had to be embedded in 

the consciousness q f  listegers in order to be used as'a 

means by  which everyday experience cohld be understood, it 

is unlikely t'o have been learned-in the mechanical manner we 

tend $0 associate with memorization. It had to be by means 
I .  

. . \ 
of the poetic performance thatrthp poem, and thus its 

- .  . . 
messages, could be not merely heard and understood but 

I .  i 
. . - 

possessed. Although we can only guess at "hdt'this 
* 1 1 ' - 

performance was like, Parry an4 Lord (1964),. whose. studies 
*. , 

of oral poets were mentioned edrliTer, gave accounts of the - -  ~ 

, 
techniques of presentation. It seems probable that those 

practised by "the early Greek poet-singers would be very 

similar, both because their intent wds the same: to 
k c  : - 

inculcate the messages o'f the pulture and because they were 
a 

using a similar vehicle: a lengthy narrative poem. In his 

performance, the poet would .createu" highly sensual 
\ - 

\ 



experience. " The chanting of the narrative, accompanied 

.. usually by the repetitive, hypnotic beat of an instrument, 
- 

blended the rhythms of. body and language. The effedt on the ' 
" 

listeners was to involve them mentally, physically and 
..I 2 

emotionally. They identified with the pact, the poets wi 

their 'songs. For both listener and poet the experience 

mobilized "the entire nervous system.;.to the task of 

-memorizatiori" (Parry & Lord, cited in Havelock, 1963, 

p.151). The participatory nature of the poetic performance 

encouraged an empathetic relation between the "learner" and 

what was being learned. 

As a characteristic of oral expression, it was not 
- 

- simply the kind o•’ empathy we associate with feelings of 

recognition and sharing, but a much more powerful 

identification. Havelock ( 1963) suggests of this 

identifying that "psychologically it is an act of personal 
\ 

commitment, of total engagement and of emotional 
I lr 

identification" (p. 160). It was a "submission" or 

surrender of the mind to a learning process which was a 

"continual hct of memorization, repetition, and recall" (p.. 

157). It would be a mistake Lherefore to equate this 
1 

- 'process of memorization with what we typically mean when we 

talk of memorizing a poem, a vocabulary list, or arithmetic 

tables. 'Such acts of committing to memory are merely rote 

recording of\information: acts of will to imprint codes in 

the memory. The process of memorizing,Che cultural 



information .6f the epics engaged the mind, senses, and 

emotions of the learner. There was no division of 
& 

"affective" and "cogniti~&~ modes. The learning was lived , 
* .  

through--individually experiehcedLand visualized--and thus 

able to be held in the memory. . - 
As I suggested'earlier,,we must assume that in the 

< 

spontarieous composition'of spoken language we express 

internalized hnguage structures. The characteristics of 
, > 

the familiar, formulaLc language of the epics, as well as - 

3 - its content would have been imprinted on the minds of 

listeners ande.affected their oral expression. G.S. Kirk 

(1962) suggests we think of the process as one in which "the 

accustomed phrases ,..[.wexe] dropped into the listener's 
. 

consciousness" (p. 193). Ordinary speakers, of course, 

would be unlikely-to practice the economy of phrase of the 

poems or to choose to convey their ideas metrically since % 
they did not need to rbconstitute from memory a vast 

document of the cultural history. Poet-singers, aftef all, 
I - 

were performers whose long apprenticeships prepared them to 

tela the histpic tales. The linguistic structures 

available to them were, no doubt, "to some extent formalized 

and separated from thaY of real life," (p. 195) as   irk 
B 

says. They were not, however, outside the mainstream 

language uses of their culture. 

Formulaic, poetic language was reinforced in ordinary 

social or political settings. According to Havelock, such 



people as civic 'officials and rulers made f6rmab 
, > . - - 

pronoun'cements in Gerse. judgments' were handed down. in 
* 

verse. It was obviously recognized that new polici&'must 
1 

, 

somehow be ihs~r'ibed in the memory or they cauld neither be I -.. - .  

grasped nor carried- out. They would also commonly be 
I - + . . 

. - ' "framed", Havelock (1963) says, "as though they were also , 
": 

acts and words of the *ancestorsw (p. 1 2 1 j .  Anyone who has. 

grown up pn todiy ' s television advemisink will recognize 

the effectivene.ss of such techniques as the use of verse and 

the voices of heroes. Presenting new inf0rmation.i-n this 

manner has the practical egfect of making it.memorable and 
* .  - 

giving it importance. . + 

From the accounts of the scholars whose work has been 

drawn on so far in this chapter--~avelock, Kirk, Ong, parry, 

and Vico-.-we may be, persuaged that the methods of the oral 

tradition were extremely effective in pfeserving cultural 

knowledge. In gathering together the features of the 
i 

cultural condition oforality, I have athempted, albeit - 
. . 

briefly, to1characterize it in its organic wholeness. -1 , 

r . - * .  

began the chapter with a general discussion of composing, 
- - 

drawing attentian fo some aspects of the relations between 

thought and its yerbal expression. I then looked 

specifically at composing in pre-literate Greece and - 
sketched out what seemed'tb me to be the principal features 

of the cultural context in which>it developed'. 

that the oral tradition provided continuity and 
0 

-It appears 

not only 

P 



, 3 

held a way of life intact but could accommodate change. 

According to Kirk, the cultures which developed on the 

Greek isiands and the mainland between-1500-800 B.C. were 

highly sophisticated. They developed their art and 

architecture and had successful systems of social and 

political organization and commerce. Athens, in particular, 

managed to achieve "a relatively advanced state of material 

culture.. .despite total illiteracy" (Kirk, 1962, p. 46) . 
The oral-aural techniques of the poet-singers appeared, as 

we have seen, to furnish intensely unifying and living 

experiences. The oral poet stimulated the imaginations of 

audiences and filled them with rich mental associations and 

a strong sense of harmony. Over time, the collective mind 

assimilated to itself- multiple layers of poeticized 
r ' 

. -historical experience which became highly differentiated. 

Concrete events became formalized and coalesced around 

central ideas, ihtuited rather than explicitly known. Into 

that living fabric of the past-the poets wove, strand by 

strand, the experience of the present, connecting and 

extending it with new fragments of new texture and tone, 

maintaining meaning and continuity. 
, . 

~ollowing.Parry, Lord, and Havelock, I have referred to 

'the forms of the language used by the poets as both poetic 

and' formulaic and as indicating. a poeticized c~nsciousness ,' 

which has particular consequences for thinking. All 

formulaic language places limits on what can be thought ' 



about and expressed. . Although, amid the linguistic 

divers-ity that typifies a Western urban culture, we-are not -. 

limited to the use of formulaic language, most of,us need 
. . 
j ,  - 

look no further than our own speech and wrifing.ko observe 
d 

J 

how cliche, epithet, and stook phrases operate to link us to 

particular social groups. Phrasing which is generalized and - .  

formulaic rather than unique and particu1arf.i~ the currency 
A 

of our connectedness and we-readily acquire it in social 

interaction. Its'use is certainly.not confined to oral 
.. . 

cultures, $ut.~avelock's observation . . is $hat in conditions 
.. .. 

of total orality, formulaic patterns dominated linguistic 

expression. He points, for instance, to the "curious" 
" ,  

wfitten language of such pre-Platonic philos'opbers-as 

Xenophanes, 

notes the f 

Heraclitus* and Parmenides, In their style, he 

ormulaic patterns of oral composition and 
I .  

concludes that that ktyle represented "not.merely certain .. 
' 

verbal or metrical habits but a130 a cast bf thought or 

mentil condition" ('~avelxk, 1963, p. x) . . A 

The combination a•’ formulaic Ijhrasing and metrikal 

pat-tecn would have been particularly constraining. "[The ' 
oral poet] ... p~5ctised a drastic economy of linguistic, 
statements ... There are a million things you cannot say at 

+. 

all in metrical speech," says Havelock f1963), "and Tt 

follows t'hat you will not think them either" (p. 149). The' 

- constraint arose out of the necessity for a language which- 

was rhythmic, vivid and memorable. In several of his works, 
I 



I 
Havelock describes with examples the kinds o,•’ patterns and 

.I I '  

constructions which appear in Homeric passages.<, These r 
~, -. - 

included such devices as semantic parallelism: "Hector is 

dead; ;fallen is Hector" (Havelock, 1963, p. 147) wherei'n the 

image is mai.ntained but the words slightly changed; or 

repetition and semantic variation: "Ijector'is dead; fallen - 
$ 

is Hector. Yea Achilles slew him Hector is defeated, Hector < 
I " + , . a 

is dead." Factual -statemehts had.to be stated in the form ' 

of action with subjects that were agents. In one of his ?-- 

I ' 

4 examples, Havelock ( 984) cites th:e opening lines of The 
'! 

h ~ l i a d  which :'invite' t e musea to 'sing the wrath- of Achilles, 

the wrath that ravages, the wrath that placed on the 

~ c h a ~ a n a  ten thousand afflictions"' (p. 73). Proverbial 

kinds o,f utterances were also common and they too expressed ' 

: ideas in terms of subjects and actions: "An honest man 

always prospers" (Havelock, 1986, p.76). While the demand 

for image, action, narrative, and rhythm in language 

obviously made it possible to say and communicate what 

neededkto be said to carry on in daily life as well as to , 

'?+* 

transmit cultural knowledge, that demand also constrained 

what could be said and therefore what could be thought.- 

In Milman Parry's- (cited in Kirk, 1964) judgment, *"the 

formulaic expressions which all people use are felt to be in 

perFect accordance with reality, to be an adequate 

representation of it" (p. 51). Appearances, however, must 

sometimes have seemed, to individual minds, to conflict with 
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77 t h e  stan& conception of them. Parry describes Achilles 
Lf' . .  - -: 

. . as the one character in Homer who appears to recognize some 

4 i 
anomalies ,and contradictions. Pprqy (cited in  irk, 1964) 

I .*- 

comments on: 
-=.J . 

the awful digtance betwgen.. .the truth that 

society imposes on men and what Achilles has seen 
.-7 

to be true ior himself.. .~chilles is thus the one 

Homeric hero who does not accept the common 

language, and feels that it-does not coriespond to 

reality.--. Achilles' tragedy, his final isolation, + -  , 

is that he can in n'o sense, ineluding that of . 
8 - 

lang;ager (unlik&,say,. Hainlet) leave the society - 

which has become alien to, him. (pp. 53-54) 

- ,  
Achilles' insight, which he expresses in action-but 

"has no available words to express directly" -(Parry, p. 54),.' - 
shows awlreness of alternatives and of ambiguities, an' - 

(. 

awareness which is at the source of any composing or . , '  . .. 
. , 

thinking process. Had he words with which to $rticul.ate the 
a 

ambiguities, "the hinges of thought," as I.A. Richards ' 

(cited in Berthoff, 1981) calls them, Achilles could express- 

directly what he has grasped directly. The heroic.tradition :: :. 

had been a legacy maintained by oral poets for two or three 

hundred years during a time of complete~illiteracy.' 

Although Homer had trans.formed the heroic characters, making -- 

them at once' less stereotyped and more\subtle, the heroic 

tradition was -probably something o•’ an anachronism. 
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I 

Achilles' c~ilemma may represent a disillusion for which he 

lacked verbal means of expression. Such power was yet to 

come. In the oral world of which ~chilles was a member, 

those particular means were not yet available. 
Y 

What was required as means in the language was '.the 

invention of a new syntax which- could express experience in 
I . 

an alternative wafr. With the invention of alphabetic , 

- writing around the 8th century.B.C. in Greece, such a syntax 
1 

$as gradually developed. Slowly at%first, but by about 500  
, . r- 

& +  

B .C. a t  a rapidly accelerating pace, writing became common . . 
. L' 

and reading widespread. writing provided an alternative to 

face to face communication which, in itself, had broad 
* .  

social implications. Historically, the invention' and use of * 7  
- 7  

writing offered later generations a record of Greek life and 
, . 

thought during the extraordinarily fertile classical period. : * 

What has come todbe called the' Golden Age produced art, 

lasting effects on the course of Western civilization and - 

thought. Such remarkable achievements have prompted 

scholars ever since to &earah for causes and explanations. 

until recently, these explanations have generally been 

grounded in what we might call soeio-political and economic., 
a 

realities. Over the past several decades, however, 

attention has been paid to a factor that had been more or * 

less invisible: the impact of a new technology", alphabetic 

writing. 



r '  

7 - 

5 2  

~izzied by the rapidity of technological innovation in 

our own time, we know that technology affects what we do and 
S 

how we think and we try to analyze the nature of those 

- effects and what we judge to be their costs and benefitsin 
. . 

our-iives. I$ was-as a consequence of such analysis that 

Plato issued his -cautidns about the limitations of written 

lang;ag& and thedang-ei -of reducing the power of the memory. 
4 .  

As a consequ'ence of analyzing written language in "thousa,ds 

of passages of. Greek literature from Hoher to ~ristotle" 

~A~avelock, 1986, p. 23) Eric-.Havelock, among others, has 

advanced the general hypothesjs that changes in modes of 
# ' 

communidation enable the development of newways of looking 

at the world; that is, new ways50vi thinking. More 

speiifically, fie argues that the spread of alphabetic 

kriting in Greece not only coincided with the uni>ersally 

acknowledged changes in thinking and ideas, but was 
7 

instrumental in their development. For the purpose of this 
, * 

thesis, we need to understand the -reasons put forward for 

this claim and to consider the implications for a cdncept of 

literacy.. , 

The Transition To Literacy 

The principal sources I shall draw on in this section 

_are fr6m the work of Eric Havelock. Havelock's original 

analysis and conclusions are among the most widely cited :n 
, - 
the field of literacy studies. He has been specifically 



concerned to characterize the development and effects of 
P 
\ 

literacy within the particular cultural context of 

Greece. Between 1963 and 1988, Havelock produced a series & 

of historical studies each designed, as he says, "to 

ib demonstrate what may be called the growth of the early Greek 

$ - +  mind" (1963, p. vii) . He saw his approach to the task as a . 
radical departure from - the assumptions on which other 

L 

- '  accounts had dep&nded. He analyzed and described in detail 
+.- 

the syntax and ohher .linguistic features of the Homeric - 

epics and compared them with later literate works of 
J 

classical Greece. Whereasgother studies of the .variations 

in Greek vocabulary had tended to arrange the words 

analytically, Havelsek's looked ak..varia.tligps in meaning as 
- ,  % , \ 

- \ 
historically situated-and developed. 

( 7 '  . 
Basins his argument on the assumption that "direct 

evidence of mefital phenomena can lie only in linguistic 

usage" ( p .  vii), Havelock (1963) interpreted differences 

be&e& "oral" and written texts as indicative of changes in 
3 

the patterns of language internalized in the mind. The 

explanation for the changes lay, he proposed, in the effects 

of the invention'of the alphabet and the general spread of 

literacy. The use of writing af fected 'the development of 

new knowledge in ways more profound than simply affording a 

means of recording it. Although we may consider that his 

case is overstated, his thesis warrants attention, not%only 

as a plausible explanation of significant' changes in ways of 



thinking but as a contribution to understanding the nature 

of literacy as it developed in classical Greece. 
/ 

It is not my purpose to argue for or against Havelock's 

case. Rather, my purpQse, as part of my investigation into 

how classical studies may help us to conceptualize literacy, 
8 

is to outline what seem to be the aspects of Havelock's 

argument that are most compellinq for understanding the 

particular character of Greek literacy. In what follows, 

therefore, I set a-context for interpreting Havelock's 

claims, outline his arguments, discuss the problems and 

questions that they raise, andsconsider the implications': for 

a concept of literacy. i 

+ .  

First, let us be clear about the int-ended application 
< ,  

of Havelock's claims about the effects of writing. T'ha've 

referred above to his noting differences in oral and written 
4 

syntax and usage. Havelock regards these changes as, 

defining a "cultural situation." As we have seen, until 

about 700 B.C. that G*reek situation was predominantly oral 
. . . t 

and only gradually, as reading became common, did the milieu 
' & 

become literate. In terms of'the culture, the-narms of 

.'orality were gradua-lly replaced by the new norms of 

.literacy. What Havelock claims as effedta of literacy, 

- however, are effects within the culture. Literacy 

conditioded the 'meta-mind' in the culture, or what we might 

call the cultural consciousness. Matever is part of any 

, 
cul<ure is there as a "given" to~its members but will not 
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necessarily be refl!ected in all of them as individuals. 

While every individual 

literacy in a literate 

disability or complete 

quality, and degree of 

mind will- necessarily be affected by 

culture (barring physical 'or mental 

social isolation.) the nature, . 

that litericy might reflect only in 
. I 

part what could be described as characteristic of, or 

inherent in the whole. The point is important to this 

discussion since tse claims that are made for the effedts of 

literacy cannot be extrapolated to apply in a specific sense , * 

to all individuals in the culture. 

A second point, related tg the above, i s  that Havelock 
takes an historical perspective and is making comparisons 

between texts which were produced across a'span .of several 
I - .  . $ , A ;  

hundred years, and between for,ms of writing which developed 

< 5, 

over an even longer period. Th task is comparable to 

looking at the development of)jthe novel from ~enrL ~ieldir?~ 
$3 

in the 18th century to Margaret Atwood in 20th. Carefgl , 

g . . 
study of the characteristics reveals changes over time which 

the critical reader will seek to explain according $0 a . 
theory about possible causes. The significant difference " 

between Havelock's study and that of the progress of the 

novel is that his "texts" are both oral and written. The 

word text as applied to qral composition is, of cwrse, 
'. 

something of a misnomer. Such composition becomes text &ly 

after recording, the proc'ess of which gcffibtless affects sane 

of the meaning, removed as'it is from the'context of 



performance and given a merel-y visible arrangement. What we 

may examine as text may be rather like "the inanimate corpse 
4 

which remains after the vital spark has fled" as Levi-Bruhl 

says of written myths. Corpses, however, do have all their 

parts, if we are lucky, even if we cannot see them in 
.- 

operation,~ -tit seems legitimate therefore to compare 
?c , 

linguistic features of these transcriptions with those 

genuine "written" compositions, provided that they can 

regarded as otherwise 3quivalent. 
A 

% 

That the texts were originally composed orally does 

not, as we know, irqply transience. The oral texts that 
' , I  

Haveloclk compared with later writt.en ones were not the 
L 

transckibed orai language of casual conversation or petsonal 
,,. 

interaction. Indeed, it is crucial to his thesis that the 
' /  

texts he uses have a particular status in the culture. The 

texts of oral composition, such as the Homeric epics which . 
G .  

Havelock uses as hisi source, are those which have a 

formalized place in'the traditions of the culture. They had 

multiple functions, as we noted earlier: they -transmitted 
. . 

the traditions and beliefs that needed to be preserved in " 

, 
the individual and collective memory and provided a 

- principal means by wbich individuals could interpret, and w 

understand their social experience. While all the texts he 

studied were those which embodied culturally valued 

knowledge, . . they differed in the way they were composed and 

transmitted: some depended on sound and the voice, others on 
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, . 

sight and script.- The period afters700 B.C. was not the 
+ 

first time the Greekp had ecceks to a symbolic system for 
5 

i 

writing. The Mycenaehns -used a syllabary with which they 
i 

' recorded mainly hdministrative, military, and commkrcial 

, information. No extensive texts of discourse have been 

fountl and such composing as is represented ,on the tablets 

.hlassifies data and commemorates important civic or military 

occasions. Drawings often accompanied the word lists gnd it 

is supposed that items cpuld thus berbnders,tood by non- . , 

literates as well as literptes. The pFincipal use of the 

syllabic literacy appears to hake been to assist the memory 

by storing the kinds of information which can be listed. 

Some familiarity with the content-is almost a , > . > 

' prerequisite for understanding pre-alph&betic.writing, such. . . 

as syllabaries, since the 'sy&ls do hot correspond directly ' 
with' 'the spoken words, creating ambiguity in the keading and 

affecting also the speed of reading. The reader of 

syllabaries has to be addressed in recognizable idioms and 

themes or else the meaning can neither-be recognized"or+' 

accepted. What can be written and understood thrrefore is - 
much more limited than what can be spoken. ' The Greek 

alphabet, in contrast, offered such,,,a precise analysis of 

sound that it was possible to represent oral language . - . . 

virtually as spoken. When read, the silent and visible <. 

e 

words could be recovered as sounds. That ;he sounds of 

language could be almost exactly represented and that thus * 



the language was visible were the two characteristics of 
, , 

Greek alphabetic writing which were key factors in the 
9 

development of new ways of thinking and the development of \ 

new knowlbdge. 

The alphabet consisted in symbols which alone--or, as 
i 

proved necessary, in combination--made it posaib1.e for a 

speaker to +reconstitute the sounds of spoker, language. The 

original Greek alphabeyof twenty-three symbols was devised, 

like all. alphabets, as "an instrument of acoustic 

recognition" (Havelock, 1974, p.55) to prompt tecovery of 

ancient Greek. With such a small number of symbols, not 

every sound had a corresponding . , symbol, so there was some 
1 

onus on a reader to guess and thus some room for ambiguity. 

.Honetheless, the alphabet, 'in the early form and as it was 

modified later by both dreeks and ~omans; was a remarkably 

efficient tool. ~ a v e l o ~ k  suggests that it had three * 

strengths which helped to encourage its use and acqqisition 

by a majority of the population: it provided coverage of 

almost all the distinctive sounds in the language; the 

relation of sound to symbol required almost io guessing or 
. ,  

choosing by the reader; and the npmber of shapes did not 

overburden the memory. O.nce the symbols had been learned, 

they were integrated into the  individual"^ mental apparatus. 

They could be spontaneously produced, requiring attention . 

perhaps when; as in speaking we might be uncertain of the 

conventional pronunciation of a word,, the writer was 



uncertain of. conventional .spelling. 

Since sound could be unambiguously) rendered and 

recovered, unfamiliar ideas could be written down and 
. . 

.thought about:-an activLty that was highly ?improbable under 

the- former oral condit~ons, or with previous alphabets. 

T.his does npt mean, 'of course, that the la'nguage of the oral 

culture had-constituted some kind of mental bank of 

unchanging stat,ements. 'The capacity to use any 1-anguage 

already includes an ability to invent combinations of words ". 

in sentences-and to "produce/ understand an indefinite .. * 

number of,sentencesU (Taylor, 1980, p. 289). Such 

inventiveness is a condition of oral language expression. 

Max'Black (1968), in The Labyrinth of Ganrmaqe describes the' 

process :. 

The sekret [of- linguistic innovation, the caFaci-ty 

far generating sentences, inventing new words, 
. .  % 

etc.] seems to reside in something no less 

fundamental than the apprehension of relationships 

in general ... We start with the "structures" 
(sentences) whose meanings are apprehended as 

wholes. As we begin to analyze these holophrases 

itlto'elements that can be arranged and recombined, 

w e  learn at the same time how to reorganize them. . 

Thus analysis and synthesis are inseparable 

aspects of the mastery of linguistic structure: to 

be able to divide is necessarily to know how to 
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connect and vice versa. (p. 5 1 ) -  
d 

In conditions of total osality, for instghce, 

inventiveness was evident in tde variety of' ways that' A 

. , similar meanings could be stated. In the exampre given 
4 :  . - 9> 

earlier about the death of Hector, we saw the use of exakt.. 
'A - . , - - 

-v 

P 

'repetition, rephrasing, and rearrangement, all of which-were 
" 'P 

accomplished within and a&ording to the internalized . , 
* demands of the rhythmic flow, The capacity todevelop novel 

" < I ' . I 

siatement through writing is an extension of thiscoral 
+. 

inventiveness. a *It was prompted, however, not by what the 

, ear could hear in the langilage but bhat the eye cdufd see on 
&* 

the page. 
* a 

The visibility of written-language was as important as 
i I ,  

ease and accuracy of representation to the development of a 
.. 

new hiscourse; when languag&% isAwritten down it has a ' ,  . . 
.' - 

, . , r  * m 

physical presence detached from the speaker. In a total-ly 41 

\ , 
oral world speakers &iid their language are identified with 

each other--the speakers 'are their words; in'a literate ' 

world, speakers'. can both* be distinguished f rornj-~the 6b j & t a  ++ 
o f  their ,thought and see +themselves thinking. In an oral' 

world, as Ong .(1983) points out, when the story is not being 

told, "allCthat exists of it is the potentiaIjn certain 

human beirigs to tell itw- (p. 11). When the story i s  . .  - 

written, it exists both inside and outside minds andt in the * 

written form, is available to be- read and reflected upon.+' - 
The consequence of the ~apacity for reflection on the 
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61 , . - 
meaning of the41anguage which was afforded by writing gave 

X rise "to the capacity for ovel stat0mehts. These statements 
d 

were not simply alternative ways of phrasing existing ideas 

but embodied alternative or new meanings and ideas. 

' ~ e w  language and new ideas emerged, Havelock suggests, ' 

when existlng vocabulary was set into new contexts. New 

contexts tenh to transform the familiar, allowing -us to see 
- = 

potentiality where none had been seen before. In the case 

of langGage, a new syntax established new relations of words 

and gave rise to new meanings. That new syntax, of course, 

took &ime to develop. ~nitially the alphabet was used to 

transcribe the oral record and both these transcriptions 'and 
i 

early texts are characterized by techniques borrowed from 

oral modes of composition. By way of example of this 

transitional period, Havelock (1986) cites a passage from 

Hesiod on justice: In Homer, the term justice (dike) occurs 

but never, Havelock claims, as the formal subject.of a ' 

discourse. ~lthough the passage shows that what Hesiod 

intends is a descriptive definition of' justice, he has not 

developed a syntax forzsuch a definition. The passage is , 

d thus a compilation of what Havelock describes as "dynamic 

situations in which justice singular .or plural features as a 

subject performing or an object being performed on" (p. - 

102). In an example from Sophocles, the chorus on the 

genius of man, Havelock notes that the description of 

features does not tell us what man is but what he does: "A  
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series of man's properties as a species is spelled out in 

short narratives of things we do. . .These are .not 
. 

definitions, not con&eptualized abstractly. But thky 

appr~ach the language of definition, s b  far as they are cast 

in the present tense" (p. 104). 

A quotation from Aristotle (Antigone, 332-33, cited-in 

Hhvelock, 1986) more than a century later, alsd'about the 

properties of man, exemplifies the transformatidn to a new 
1 

+way of expressing ideas: "Man alone,of animals possesses 

discaurqe.,.; As man is the best of animals, so also sundered 

from law and justice he [is] worst of all" (p.105). In 

these statements, the word is figures as a means of linking,? - i 

.a subject to a class or property,' not an action. In its 
. - 

earlier, oral contexts of usage,- Fo be had signified' . 
I 

3 1 

"presence, power, situational status and the like. In its 

literate contexts of use, it signified a timeless relation 
b , , 

of abstractions. Thus-, to rephrase an example given 

earligr, the new syntax could say  o one sty is the best . 
b 

golicy' as well as,'~n honest man always prospers"' 

When what was stored in the mind could be written, it 

could then be stored outside the mind, "releasing," Havelock 
\ 

(1976) says, "mental energy" for other kinds of intellectcal 

activity which ultimately meant-a new 1,ogical or, to use 

Bruner's (1986) term, a "paradigmatic" mode of discourse and 

a immense expansion of knowledge available to the human 



mind" (Havelock, 197&, p.  46). 

In a paradigmatic mode, invisible abstractions take 
B 

the form of categories, classes, principles, axioms and 

relationships which are used to reorganise the worldps 

experienced by the senses and to remove experience from - 
specific and concrete contexts. Plato distinguishes,,for 

Instance, the person who cannot talk ef beauty except in 

reference to particular examples of it and the who 
a 

grasps the concept of beauty in isplation from any" instances 
.. ..$ 

of it. The latter grasps the world as intelligible, the - L A -  

former as merely "sensible.!' The one understands-the world 

with concepts as distinct from images, and with abstractions 

as distinct from concrete, visualised events. - 
~ > 

Havelock ( 1 9 6 3 )  acknowledge& Plato's debt to the "great 

pioneering effort" (p. 2 6 0 )  which preceded him, but points 

out that'it was Plato who insisted on the need for 
> :  

dissociat,ion from the human lifeworld and for a conceptual 
, , 

.language to replace the imagistic one of the poetic, oral 
.$ 

min&-. It was part of Plato's achievement to discover and to 
, 1  

analyze exhaustively a "new frame of discourse and a new 
-- - 

kind oT tpcabulary." Havelock (1963) suggests that what 
- ,  

Plato intends to accomplish through this discourse -is* 

an awakening which converts the psyche fron the 

many to the one, and from becomingness to 

beingness; this ... is equivalent to a conversilon 
from the image-world of the epic to the abstract 



. .: -. 
world of scientific description, and from tAe .: 

-i -. / 
vocabulary and syntax of narrativised events in 

< ,  . , 

time towards the vocabulary of equations and laws . 
and formulas and topics which are outside 

time.. . .Platonism .at bottom .is,.an appeal to > 

substitute a conceptual discourse for an imagistic 
I 

one. As it becomes conh~tual, the syntax 

changes, to connec~a~bstractions in timeless 
" '7 

- 0 
relations instead of counting up events in a time 

series; such discourse yields the abstracted 

objects of "intellectio;. " Plato can never 

separate any discussion of these objects from the 

activity of thinking that apprehends them:- They 

arT8noeta or they are nothing. (pp. 2 6 1 - 2 6 2 ) .  

In the development of this new discourse, it was not 

necessary to invent new words. As Havelock (1963) points 

out by way of example, words which can be translated as 
" 

-L2 

motion or body already existed but in the new syntax each 

was "shorn of particularity and becomes stretched to the 

dimensions of a concept" (p. 2 6 0 ) .  What Havelock seems tm3 

imply, here and in his related examples, is that knowledge 

of the m$aning of these words ceased to depend on and derive 

from the actual physical experience of motion or body. Once 

the words'were used as concepts, or, in Plato's terms 

"forms," knowing their meaning was to know them, not as 

transient concrete instances, but as permanent universals. 
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The one was an act of the intellect, the other of the A 

senses; the one entailed the bpprehension of knowledge, the 

other, belief or opinion. 

The consequencqs of what we might 'crudely call the f *. 
C 

- < 

"separation+- of mind and body , " which was a p;oduct o f  * 

Plato's intellectual analysis, profoundly- affected the 
C " 

deve\opment bf Western thought for two millenia. , We shall 
. 

consider some'implications of that analysis for our - . /. 

understandin$*of' the development of literacy in Chapter 
- d  ' 

Five. At thij point, however, I want to elaborate pn a 
"i 

-related hypothesis. As was noted earlier, making thought 

visible fostered the development of a-new synta*, thus-the 

capacity for..novel statements;'it also detached.what.was , , 

sqid from the 'p-erson who said it. Or, to use Havelock's 

- (1963) phrase, it made it possible to distinguish "the 

knower from the known" (p. 197). 

In learning to-read and write,..individuafs acquired a 
+ . i 

means by which they could stand in a new relation to 
•÷ 

knowledge which previously had existed only, as dng put it, 

4 s  "potential~ties" in human minds. In an oral culture as, 

indeed, in any culture when a thought is verbally expressed . 
A 

to another, the meaning and import of'what one has said are 

% apparent in the risrponse of listeners. When a thought is 

expressed in writing, the writer can decide on and determine 

the meaning and import of what is written. ~ndividuals may 

. articulate and reflect, not only on their own thinking, but 



by extension, on-the thinking'of ,others and on the 

traditions of their own cultu?e; In visually separating , 
f 

what was thought and said from the person who said it, 

writing was a mechanism by means of which it eventually 

became possible to conceive of a body of knowledge which 

ezists independent of the person's who thin-k and know. 
i 

One manifestation of this "separation of the knower 

from the kbwn" was the emergence of a new conception of 
% .. 

the individual personality as a distinct self. The 
'7 

exp-erience of self as individual depends on a psychological 

I , .  ;eparation .from the external environment. It requires a 

conscious recognition tha6 the physical differences between . , 

- an individual human being and all other objects in the 

world, animate or inanimate, have their inner counterparts 

.which equally distinguish the one from the many. Beyond , , - .  
r . 

that basic distinction is an immense diversicy of 

gonceptions which have'preoccupied many minds and cannot be 
.A 

dealt with herk. Suffice it to say that what it means to be 
I 

a "self" changes from one culture to anothertand, within a - 
/ - - 

c lture, is historically de~elb~ed. u P 
- "  

In Homeric language, Havelock (1984) claims, there 

were no direct or explicit words to express a sense of an z 

individual conseiousness: ,"The traditional oral vocabulary 
I %  

describing the operations of the consciousness had, been rich 

but unspecialized, drawing no fine distinctions' between the 

-, 
feelings on the one hand and-thinking on the other, between 



the emotions and the intellect, between sensation and ' 

reflection" (p. 81). Although, he notes, "looseky 

differentiated" operations of human consciousness could be 

addressed and invoked, these "[were] inside you or part of 
5 .  

you in some way, and yet they were not you" ( p .  82). What 
I -  < 

. - 
he seems to mean by this is that such operations as "spirit, 

. 
will, wish, desire, decisionb';-sense, heart, hind, wish" (p. 

. , 

81), were common to all persons and although invoked in the 

individual as situations demanded;were not indicative of 

uniqueness. Havelock (1986) cites Achilles as an example of 
L 

1 - '  

:9 

a Greek hero who, he says, "may have 'had a 'self' in our 

sense of the word, but he was not aware of it, and if he had 

been, he would not have behaved as a hero of the oralist 
> 

vocabulary, a speaker of utterances and a doer of deeds" (p. 

4 
114). Julian Jaynes (1976) offers a similar view of 

Achilles as an unself-conscious doer who "is obedient to his - 
gods" fp. 73). 

New vocabulary was not necessary for the transition to 

self-consciousness; existing vocabulary was modified and its 

meanings thereby transformed. Havelock (1984) observes that 
1 

the words which refer t 

instance, developed by means of the linguistic device of 

adding the third personal pronoun to their early pre-, 

conceptual and unwritten forms. The addition, says Havelock 

(1284)$ had the effect of "[emphasizing] the identity--the 
- 

very existence--of these new abstract subjects" (p. 80). 
I 
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The meanings of t h e  words alsoPeteloped as they were used 

in different contbxts. The word psyche, according to 
. I  

Jaynes' (1976) reading, supporting Bruno Snell (1960), of 

its use in-The Iliad, meant simply "the property of 

breathing or bleeding.. . .No one in any way >ever sees, 
- \ . ' 

decides'; thinks, kno'ws, fears, or remembers anyt>hing in his 
. . % - 

I L 

psyche"  (p. 271). Later, it came to mean life a$ in life 

force, according to Havelock's (1984) interpretations and 

eventually, through Socrates' dialectic, "My psyche  becomes 

, 'me'; that is, my'life force becomes 'my (own) self9(p. 85). 
* 

Until the~'S&ratic, dialectic had accomplished its historical 
' .  j .  

task, the: .terms for self and pezabn, and', the coicept of 
, . 

selfhood, did not- exigt. Nor under conditions' of oral 

communication could they exist" (p. 83). 

Writing,. Havelock is claiming, was the means of turning 

.the unconscious'out to consciousness and looping it back in 

on itself with. self-cond-cious use of language. "The 

doctrine of the autonomous psyche is the counterpart of the 
- 

rejection of the oral culture...Such a discovery of self 

could only be of the thinking self" (Havelock, 1963, p. 

199). That "thinking self," confronted by his or her own 
6 

thoughts, an$ released from the need to hold knowledge in 
C 

memory, wa? now free to reconsider its own behaviour and 

thought. 'It could analyze and evaluate instead of simply 

imitating. It could' envision change and what "might be's" 

in an oral world, seek to adjust the-present to what was 
- .  . 

P 



known f r o m  t h e  p a s t  a n d  t o  repeat it:  , _ 
1 . 3; 

L. ; ~ h e r e ' s e e m s '  t o ,  b e  n o  s e Jq ious .  d i s p u t i n g  t h a t  Y& 
r 

l i n g u i s t i c  c h a q g e s  , J a y n e s  a n d  Have lock  documen ted  d id  i n  - 
I*. 

f a c t .  o c c u r  a n d  t h a t  : t h e >  e x p i e s s e d  a new' 
I -  

s e l f .  What i s  less o e k t a i n  i s  t h e  e x a c t  n a t u r e  o f - t h e  
w s . %- 

r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  s p r e a d  o f  a i t e r a c y  a n d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  *.  
. i 

P ;$& 

o f  a new c o n c e p t  a n d ' n e w  cap$cities f o r , i n d i v i d u a l  t h i n k i n g .  
* 1 ' C B 

The  p a r t i c u l a r .  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  p s  c h e  a n d ,  ha w e  l a o k e d  a t  Y 
t hem,  t h e  e x a m p l e s  o f  t f i e  o t h e r  wo&s t h a t  r e f e r  t o  ac t s  of 

f 
m i n d ,  s e e m  $0 p o i n t  ta, a c o n c e p t  t h a t  yas a s  much a p p o d u c t  n= 

$2 + ' @  
o f  t h e  h i s t o r y ,  eth&s, i n t e n t i o n s ,  and , '  i nde f ;d ,*o f  - t h e  g r e e k  I 

p s y c h e ,  a s  i t  w a s  a  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  t % c h n o l o g y  o f  w r i t i n g .  
i 

The  G r e e k s  c o u l d  n o t  s t e p  o u t s i d e  P h e i r l c u l t u r e  a n d  t h i n k  o r  i 

t ' .  

6e w h a t  w a s  n o t  in . some f o r m ,  a l b e i t  e m b r y o n i c ,  a l r e a d y  1 

' <  

p r e s e n t  a s  p a r t  o f  i h e  a p r i o r i  c u l t u r a l . i y - s h a p e d  m e n t a l  s f \  

1 - & 
set: It peems p l ; u s i b l e ,  however ,  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  c h a n g e  

* <: 

w o u l d  n o t  h a v e  o c c 3 r r e d  w i t h o u t  t h e  Kid  o f  w r i t i n g .  What "we 

n e e d  t o  r e c o g n i z e  i n  a d d i t i o n  i s  t h a t  how t h e  G r e e k s  c h o s e  'r 

f i 

t o  u s e  w r i t i n g  a n d  wha t  t h e y  w r o t e  a b o u t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

f l e c t e d a n d  ,emerged o u t  o f  e x i s t i n g  ways pf v a l u i n g ,  
h i& '. 

t e r p r e t i n g  a n d " u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  

Conclusion 

O v e r  a p e r i o d  o f  r o u g h l y  two h u n d r e d  a n d  f i f t y  y e a r s ,  
r 

new l i n g u i s t i c  a p p a r a t u s  w a s ' d e v e l o p e d  w i t h  w h i c h  t o  t h i n k  

a n d  t h u s  t o  compose a n d  make s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r l d .  The  
a 



acoustic ~qccuracy of the symbolic.representation of language 

afforded by the Greek alphabet greatly enhanced the compl 
< 

', - 
implications and potentialities . . of the visibility of 

language. The'alphabet, internalized as a system of 

meaningless symbols, could be used without being thought 

about. ' It became a tool' whose transparency served as a 

. window through which to reflect on language in the mind. 

The visibility and permanence of written composition made 

- yesterday's thought present today in its exact past form 
? 

ava%.lable for tomorrow ,unchanged. Today's thought could 

compared with yesterday's--word by word, sentence by 

sentence. ,Released from the need to recall from memory, 
4 

mind could reflectively classify and reorganize its own 

thought. 

and 

be 

the 

Out of such mental processes emerged.a new prose syntax 
+ .  , > r ,  ' .  * .  

and a new language with potential for new patterns o f -  

organization and new relations. With prose,, l~gical , 

- sequences and causal connections couhd be expressed without 

recourse to human agents as subjects. In the composition of 

t h e  oral epic,',the need to colonize the memory through 
1 

vidariois but nonetheless lived human experience meant that 
. . 

such abstract-relations could not be part of the record; 

what was to he remembered had to.be visualized. It was only - 
when the rgcord could be written that the composer, "rid of 

the need to preserve experience vividly ... was freer-@o 
4 

reorganise it reflectively" (Havelock, 1963, p. 189). The 



"spgll of narrative" could be broken, therefore, only when 

experience could be rearranged, in categories, a possibility 

of rearranging that had to await the invention of alphabetic 

<writing and prose syntax. - 

With Plato, the transformation from oral td, literate ,? 

mind was fully accomplished. Plato is credited with making 

explicit the differences between. the oral and literate 

cultures and creating "a new kihd'of experience of the world 

- the reflective, the scientific,-the technological, the 

analytic" (Havelock, p. 67). In Plato's terms, the use of 

abeyact "conceptual" language is equated with true 

thinking, and literacy is tied to rationality. The new way 

of thinking dealt with reality and led to knowledge; the 
.J + 

spell of the mimetic performance in learning-wgs,replaced by 

a dialectic which developed analytic skill. 

Literacy in general , thus  becomes" tied into'ways of 
, .  - L 

thinking that are particularly evident in Greek philosophy, 

history, and rhetoric of the-second half of the 5th century 

B .C. Havelock el'evates rationality to 'a condition.- . of , mind 

distinct from and superior to the oral. His arguments , 

reflect Plato's antipathy toward the means.by which the .- 
-4 ' A  

P 

culture was transmitted and by which it discouraged critical. " ' 

i 

thinking. Vico, however, invites us to see the rational a s L  

growing out of the poetic, a modification, to use his term, !+ 

of the poetic which affords access to an expanded view of 

ourselves and the world but does not;"and indeed cannot, 



reject' or substitute for the 

- .  7-2 

Although Havelock 

argued for a particular way in which that expansion took 

place in ~reece, he has presented it as an accomplishment 

opposed to and in replacement of what existed before.#- The 

norkliterate mind is .thus set againsk the literate as both 
' / 

primitive and non-rational. 

The poetic mind made sense in a sensible world-by .r a 

analogy and metaphor. The literate, Haverock claims, makes 
> .i 

sense through abstract concepts in an intelligible world. 

Though we dq indeed have non-poetic means of making 

connections and establishing relations, these means 

themselves are still largely governed by metaphor. Lakoff 5 - 
and Johnson ( 1 9 8 0 ) ,  in their book Metaphprs We live By, 

argue with abundant illustrations that far from being simply - ' 

&.  
a peripheral poetic device, metaphors deeply influence the. 

- 9 . . 
connections we make, both culturally and individually, as we - - . - 
approach the world and express our experience of it in our 

actions. "Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which P A  

we both thihk and act, is, fundamentally metaphorical in C I 

L 
< 

natyse ... ~etaphor is not just a matter of mere - 
J 

wprds ... human thought processes are largely metaphorical," 
(pp. 3, 6) argue Lakof f and Johnhsoe. 

. ' 
Their evidence and arguments support the expansionist 

v&ew that Vico proposes. As our experience and knowledge 'of' 

the world ekpands, we expand the range of things in terms of 

-which we can understand and experience other things, The 



process by which we structure and form'that anderstan&$ng, 

however, may not change. A conceptual 'grasp of the" nature ' . , 

of "motion, '' for instance, probably 'requiresyand, depends an 
' 

* 4 

a prior imaginative grasp. However we may understand the - 

role of writing, as a new technology of communication, in' . 

the development of ways of thinking, we need to consider . - 

carefully the implications of theories which lead us to a- 
\ ' B  

oppose 'hagination and the imaginative consciousness to , 

. . 
reason and the intellect. 

,- 

.The literacy of ancient Greece gavq,rise to the + 

Western traditions in literature, religion, history, and . .  
C 

science; On what did it depend? It seems clear enough that - 

the spread of writing i,n ~reede at leasf enabled, whiae it 
, 

did ~ot_kctually cause-- cause being much too difkicult to 
* 

assume precisely in such human affairs--the growth of the 

intellect in the directions Havelock describes. It i& less."- 

ir 
clear-that Havelock is correct in his as;sumpt/bn that 

because writing reduced'the burden on memory it in a * , -  G 

' 9 
- 

significant sense 'replaced memory. If wr-iting serves mhnly e3 " , . 
-1 

r >  

as alternative storage, memory may perhaps no longer *.; -r% 

k 
function in the same way.. It seems more likely that the 

f .  

literate imagination, no less than the mal, needs to depend 
-+ 

- " on a richly populated memory. Empathetic identification-and ' 

multiple vicarious experiences may'be necessary 

prerequisites to achieving the separateness and critical 
I 

4 .  

thinking capacity associated with rational capacities of 
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> - k  
- 

7 4  -c@ 
mind. The fulfilae,nt of those would explain . -  - 7  
 lato to' s' dictum that' "All learning ' is a form o rbembering. '* 1 - 
~earnifi~ 'chn only be. a form of remembering, however, when 

*+ 
I .  

experienke has been' hcdumu1at;d which provides rich 'enough 
f -  

' I  
'i 

' 

ground-from which ideaS,-concepts, and generalizations c&n - 

. be abstracted- and named. In. the case, of Greece,' the ground 

was there, accumu1ated:over centuries down to the 
1 ,  

' refinements of Homer. 'Writing served as the means for 
.+ - .  *, 

articulating what w*s'-known implicitly by making that mind 

visible and static on tbe page. 

Havelock blsoa,seehs tb credit. writing with enabling thk 

development of novel thinking, in contrast to what 3t is , 

2 
possible to think using •’.ormulaic oral language. The use pf - 
formulaic pattern is cczhok to all languages even, boday,' 

both in speaking and in writing. We mvst all recognize the 

standard in which much busihess, l-al, ' - . j 

.military, economic and educational information is $tored. 

Its use, which always does congtrain individual thinking, 

hints' at what it must have been like to depend &lmodtm , '  

d 
entirely on such forms of expressiori, but is also a reminder 

; 4 

that no culture has a monopoly. Formulaic language serves 

now as it did then to encapsulate the current wisdom without . 

surprising the minds of either speaker or listener. 

The developments which Havelock characterizes were 

achievements of the culture.  h he^ were achieved over a 
3 

period of severil centurfes although they came to an intense 

Q 
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. . 

- flowering in the 5th century. From his characterization, we 
-1 

can draw no certain implications for the effects of writing 
6 

oh the development of individual minds in the culture. Nor, 
- d 

%?-- , 

.. . from . his* work, can we. explain what he describes .as the 

:'dormancy''* in capacity'for novel thought which set in after / 
A 

this period of high literacy. There remain, therefore, ' 

.4 

. unanswe;ed questions and a cluster of ambiguities about the 
I 

' role that writing played in the development of that 

particular litereacy , both in the culture and the individual. 

, 
There are further questions about the inherent 

I - 

characteristics o f  writing and their effects on thinking. 

if these characteristics of writing themselves have powerful 

effects on thinking; then'we'might expect to find similar 4 7 .  

effects in any culture that -has an alphabetic, script. I 

Equally, we would not expect to fined in cultureswithout 

writing the concepts of self and the kinds of thinking . 
r -  

1 

associated with writing and literacy. In all societies and 

cultures, to learn the language is to become imme?sed in a 

distinct "form of life," to use Wittgenstein's phrase, of 
1 

the culture. As with all other activities that constitute a 
e 

, form of life, the ways in which language is conceived of and 
/ 

used can be very different from one culture-to another. In 

looking at some aspects of the development of language in 
P 

~fkec'e, ,we have been.considering the impact and effects of 

literacy on the changes in syntax and thought within the 

context of particular cultural conditions. From looking at 



studies of other cultures and the ways -in which literacy 

appears to have affected their language and thinking . -  

. " 

capacities, we shall be able to estimate the extent to which 

the development of literacy in Greece, is comparable to or 

_ % I  - has implications for other culturesd In the next chapte~, I 

turn, therefore to examine accounts by ant.hr&pologists of , 

thinking and literacy development in predominantly nbn- 

Western cultures. 



lp" Chapter Three 

L i t e r a t e  C a p a c i t i e s  from an Anthropoloqical  S e r s p e c t i v e  
. . 

Introduct ion  
9 

Chapter Two drew largaly,on Eric ~avelock's *articulation 

,of the "literacy hypothesis" in o2der to indicate the 
, I 

7 J 

kontribution claisical studies have made to our understasding ' 
, 

of literacy. Havelock's claims, with certain qualifications; - - ,  

are in their general outline increasingly-accepted as helping 

to account for the development of' new ways of thinking, new 
I 

farms of expression, and new forms of knowledge wh2ch were 
+? * . .. 

characteristic of Greek cultujk by. the mid-fifth century B.C. . 

In this chapter, we shall exaktine,. from the perspective of 

anthropologists, what kind of relation-there appears to be ' % ' 

, . rP 

between writing and ways of thinking, expression, qnd 

knowledge. 

In,Greece, literacy was associated with the development of . 
-a . 

rationalfscientific d critical detachment, with 
I 

paradigmatic/abstra ssifications of information and 

experienke, and with a discursive syntax aple to generate and 

reflect alternative presentations of knowledge. Havelock's 

thesis, derived from a detailed analysis of differences in the 

composition of oral and written texts, draws attention to thk 

change im mode of communication and cultural transmission from 
i 

the oral to the written and describes a causal relationship 

between the change in mode and the change in linguistic, forms, 
7 .  

uses, and capacities. That changes occurred, leahing in 



- . . <  7 8 

classical Greece to, the development of &c6 organised forms of 

- knowledge as philosophy, science, religion and history is 

accepted by scholars of all disciplines as a matter of " 

historical fact. The role of writing and literacy in 

affecting or effecting these changes, however, has so far' 

. .attracted no such consensus. 
-. 

'Tit the time Havelock published his seminal work, Preface 

, to'Plats in 1963, however, similar claims were being made for 

h e  ef fect,s ..of literacy by anthropologist , Jack GOO& and 

literary scholar, Ian Wgtt. In their article: The. - - - i' 
- Consequences of Literacy-(1963) and Goody's later book The , 

'-Domestication of the Savaqe Mind -(1977), they laid the 

foundations for an invesGgation of the effecfs of literacy in 

societies other than the early Greek. ~ntrigued by their, : 
-3 

claims, others subsequently argued that if wr deed a 

causal factor in the-developments ~ a v h o d k  -an 

then one- yould obviously not find the zharac 

associated with literacy i~ a non-literate culture. ,J 

The search for evidence of "a basic.difference in modes 
i 

of thought" (p. 11) is the focus of the articles which 

comprise Robin Horton & Ruth Finnegan's (J973) collection of 

essays titled Modes of Thouqht and has been pursued directly 
, - 

in other, more recent ~nthrapolo~ical.st.udies of the nature of 
. 

orality and literacy. In this--chapter, T'draw on the research 

of s'everal of these scholars. "-1 shall use the'findings from 

their inquiries to address two telated questions: one, what 
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- 7 9  
* A 

relation obtains between the -literate mind, .as described by 

Ong and Havelock, and -the non-literate; and two, how does' 
, \ 

writing appear to function in the development of new mental 
- 

v 

capacities. 
3 

\ n . 
. l i ,  

Literacy or Orality? a - s 

Imp1,ied in the:question "literacy or orality?" and in ' 
\ 

phrases like "the transition to literackq' is the -idea of 

moving from.one mode or condition to another and leaving the . , 

other behind. Recent work ih anthropology fails to 
L'd* 

c~rroborate the full extent of the claimkade by ~avelock 

(1963, 1976, 1984, 1986), and,-more recently by Walter Ong 
\ 

(1983) that the acquis-ition-of literacy entails radicaJ. 

changes in cognitive capacities. Ong, for i,nstance, has 
F 

3 

baFdly claimed that "Writing is a technology that restructrues -. 

thought1' ( 1986, p23) ; that writing i necessary Iq for, the 

, realization of fullecr human pbtential qnd for the evolution of 

consciousness itself" (1983b; p l . 2 ) ;  and that, "Once writing 

takes over,Tt appears to' be the moist crucial development of 
* ' 

all ... making for the transformation of consci~usness and 

scciety (1986, p. 3'6). Despite the fict that both ~avelock and 

Ong devote much 6f their work to exbmining'the oral conditions 

'out of which literate capacities developed, the debate about 

the claims has tended, as ~ o o d ~  (19-87) points out, to focus on 

the distinctions rather than on the relations between the oral 

and the literate. Hence the charge that the literacy 
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hypothesik supposes a great leap forward 

changes which imply what Goody (erms a4?Grand ~ichotomy" 

between orality and literacy. 
: & 

Goody himself rejeqts slmple contrastive descriptions of 
< 

cultures. ,In The Domesticatipn,of, t,he Savaqe Mind ( 1 9 7 7 ) ,  he 
t 

argues for examining cultural change and cultural differences 

from within a developmental framework. He observes that most 

classifications of differences in thought between cultures and 
A 

societies do not state the nature of differences as a 

"succession of changes over time, each influencjng the system 
3 P 

of thought in specific ways" (p. 4 6 ) . '  Instead, charactekig&ic 

ways of behaving and thinking~which appear to have been 
d 

superseded byrnew ways are set in opposition to each other; 
'I 

relationships between them are const'ructed which express a 

before and an after. The standards ior the "after" turn out 

to be certain distinguishing features of modern Western . 

industrialized cultures. Since the "after" features are what 
-L - 1 I 

it means ts'be advanced, a culture with'the contrastin'g . 

"befo,re"'features is by definition not advanced. 

-'In the history of Western culture, for example, a 

development is traced' from mythological to historical 

explanation, frok'belief in magic to belief in science and 
Id 

from concrete to abstract modes of thought. Other cultures, -& 

ones lacking the "after" features of our own, are set in 

contrast along similarly dichotomous lines. They are given 

such oppositionk labels as: kqnservatiye, traditional, 



i 

closed, magical/non-scientif ic or pre-rational, pre-logical, 
7, 

r ,  

participatory, simple andyprimitive which contrast with the 

labels denoting contemporary Western culture: developed, 

complex, detached, logical, rational, scientific,,,open, 

individual ahd creative. 

Goody rejected the assumpti~n that classifying cultures 
* 

in these terms could be useful in either describing or 

understanding them. He thought the labeks t06,*.~eneral td be ., 

capable of explaincing differences in thought. Nor did he 
, , 

accept ~evi-StraussP argument that these oppositions described 

two distinct and alternative ways of looking at and 

understanding the world, both fully developed and existing in 

parallel up to the present. Were this the casd, Goody notes, 

the so-called primitive and 'the developed persons @auld, at 

least in theori, be unable to. make sense of e'ach other, 'yet 

Goody's own ekperience among tribal people in ~frica and 
7 

elsewhere persuaded himkhat this was not the case and that 

there is good reason for supposing common ground and a 

continuity in the ways that thought develops. Rejecting the 

notion of dichotomy, however, does not explain obs&rvab$e 

difference? in the forms of expression ,'of oral asd 4ite;ate 

thought, nbr does it explain the relatioqship betwe& them. 
: ?  

We will take up Goody's analysis and explanation of the 
I .  

Q I b 

differences later in the chapter and pursue here support for 

his insistence on a developmental view of'the relationship 

between them. 
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* A developmental view implies that, within a particular 
- .  

culture, it is possible to tracevth origins of ,ideas, beliefs , C 

and social practices and see whether and how they are affected 
3 . . 

/' 
by changing conditions. As an approach to cultural analysis, 

it'makes it possible,to identify rather than simply ascribe 
, , 

cultural characteki~tics. The.cult,ure is more likely thereby " 

to be described on its own terms, instead of being undestood , 

in relation to an imported interpretive frame. Before . 
andl after comparisons can be made within the development of 

. /* 

the culture. New conditions may modify and transfosi features 

of the culture, hut essential elements, meanings; or> patterns 

will be traceable and recognizable: water may be heated to 
. . 

steam, but does not become fire. In the development of Greek 

concepts, the psyche that was breath and life became soul or 
i, 

self, but not intellect. A development in the form in which 
t. 

concepts were expressed cbuld also be traced. In the previous 

chapter, I drew attention to Vico's in-rpretation of the 
- -r , 

nature of the individual epPsodes and the individual persons 

in the Homeric epid$. Vico argued that they came to represent 
a -, 

idealized instances. of behaviour and character. To the degree 

that they were types and generalizations, they were 

abstractions from multiple like or similar instances, even 

though the ideas and concepts that they embodied were implicit I 

Tg;a ? 

and do not sgem to have been verbally expressible in the . -^  
compact form of abstract concepts. With the development of a .  

i 

new syntax, abstract concepts such as beauty and justice were 



* .  

named explicitly. Although distinguishable from them, the 
i 

abstract concepts can be seen as continuous with the abstract 

. episodes, though perhaps not merely an alternative or 
"s 

equivalent mode.of expression. 

Since the investigations described below were into the 

cultures of non-literate societies, it was not possible, in 
+. 

fact, to look stathem from a developmental point of view and , 

4 
:trace, as Havelock attempted to do for the Greek culture, the 

> 

development 6f ways of thinking and understanding. What the 

investigators concerned have done, therefore, 1s to examine . 
certain social and linguistic practices in these societies in 

t 
order to determine whether there is evidence of the kinds of 

- -4 

thinking-associated with literacy and to what degree. The 

continuiiies they notice are not observable within the single 

cultural record, but continuities with the record in other 
, ' 

cultures, most notably, of course, the perspectives of Western - 
literate culture. What this'means is that certain 

characteristcs are being looked for and given labels. If the 

characteristics ascribed to thinking pYocesses in literate 

culture are present in the non,-literatetiit wouLd seem correct 

to conclude that such processes are not influended by writing. 

i In trying to understand the ~hallen~es'which are put 
f 

forward through comparisons with non-literate cultures, we 
" 

have to deal with somewhat confusing and conflated terms. It 

is not clear what is being talked about: thinking processes in 

the sense of the composing processes described earlier or 



thinking prdcesses as -the manipulatibn of internalized 
. P , l L  

% 

structures and content. The former denotes a natural human 

,capacity to make sense of one thing in terms of another; the 

latter Afers to the evidence of what those things are, 

evidence which is partly apparent in the structure and meaning 
r .  

of language. : A further ,alternative is <that thinking 

may refer tq 'the exercising &f formal logic or to problem 
-* . 

.Lo I ' -  

solving, both of which ar; l$arn&d ways of proceeding to deal 
'a 

+- % . 
with ideas or information. The term "modes of thought", the 

R -  

title of Horton's 1973 collection, implies both thinking 

processes and content of 'thought ,".that is, what is .th~"~ht 

qbout. @hat Havelock and Ong mean by khinking procesdes is 

.also not very clear but Havelock's case is b ~ ~ l t  bn the 

assumption that "direct evidence of-mental phenomena can lie 
" ,  

only in linguistic usage" (1963, p. vii). :Re interprets 

- changes in language as an indicati0.n of changes in thinking. 

By thinking, he appears to' mean, not the how of composing but 

the what that is composed with--the latter, of course, being 

4 accessible to us in the language and compzised of-the 
P , . 

relations between things that the language enables thinkers to 

, - make. 

  he search for evidence of characteristics of literate 

thought in non-literate societies is a search for partidular 
i 

-, 

kinds of thinking which are described asAscientific, critical, 

rational, abstract and so on. The point of this search, we , + 

recall, is to determine whether it can be claimed that writing' 
. 



-. 
makes such thinking possible. We shall need to take Znto 

account what is being referred to as thinking*'but if it . % ,  

appears that the thinking of non-literate people is in 
1 . . , ' '. 

significant,-respects continuous with the l&te=ate, then qGilns . 

L .  -' 
. . I  

about the effects or influence of writing will need,,,t6, be ' ' 
. . 

examined and clarified. 1 . . , 
. . 

~ational~~cien~ific/~ritical Thinkinq 

The concepts of rational, scientific and critical 'afe , ', 

clus-tered together here because e2ch is impli-cated in the 
, . L _ ' ( s 

otvers a'hd because they tend to be used ibterchangeably in . . 
6 

dichotomous characterisations of literate as distinct from ' . % 
' 7  

non-literate thinking. h e y  are associated with ,writing 
7 

because written expression, as a visible static artifact, is 

arneiiable to sustained analytic scrutiny of its contents and 

meanings. Such critical activity is a hallmark of scientific 

inquiry. Applied to phenomena in the external and-physical 

world, scientific enquiry has developed into scientific 

disciplines capable of generating modern scientific theories. 

The significance af rational-scientific thinkinq and its 

relation to pre- or non-scientific thinking is much discussed , ~ 

in the essays which appear in Horton & Finnegan's collection, 

Modes of Thouqht. 

Most commonly, scientific theory is defined in contrast 

to traditional, (i.e. non-literate), religious theory and thus 
I ' 

thinking. In his long essay, " ~ & y - ~ r u h l ,  Durkheim, and the 
* 



ti' 
C .  

r 1 , * 

,86. .. 
Scientific Revolution", Robin Horton- .presents and aKgues f qr. t 

I, , - 
. Durkheim's thesis on the'xe'lation between religion and - .  

science, observing that the kind o# evidence brbught forward * - ,  

: . by Levy-Brphl~~does not justify ma'kinb sharp distinctions,. ' -He 
. - - % 

'*cites Durkheim' s "emphasis on the &ntihuitibs between 
. - 

, A  

traditionai religious theQry and modern scientific theory" l p .  I * 

282). Durkheim suggests that in both, theoretical concepts . 

relating to "~nobservable~entities" form the basis of 
. r .  

interpretation of those en,tities and link them in a causal 
- - 
chain. Religibn, like science,,attempts to connect things 

i 

with each other, to establish internal relations between'them, 

to classify -them- ard to systematize them. 

The essg~tial thing was not to ladve the mind 

,' 
enslaved to visible appearances, but to teach it to 

dominate them and to connect what the senses 

separated: for from* the moment when men have an  idea 

that there are internal connections between things, I 

science and philosophy became possible. (p. 260) . 
Durkheim's treatment of thinking is of processes of making 

sense, which he maintains are the same far all people. What 

differs between them is what is put into-relation. He 

equates, for instance, the Australian aboriginal's 

establishing a relation between the sun and a bird with'our . ' '  

saying that heat is a movement. "We choose.them according to 

different criteria and for different reasons; but the 

proatsses .by which the mind puts them in connection do not 
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ra6hea than kind" (p. In like manner, it can be argued7 . 3 L 
that the difference between the abstract epic episodes in 

Homer . the names for the acstract concepts t5ey had 
lr 

a ,  

narratively emboaied was also a matter .of degree~not kind. 
1 C r & 'I b - 

The question is then whether degree significantly affects 

thinking. .z 

In the 'cbntext of cobmparison~ between reliqious. and 
i . - - 

scientific thinking, S. J. Thrnbiah atgGes.that t h e y  &re not 
6 

concerned 'with the same 'intellectual tasks and:thus that the 
. , 

dif fereqces are m6re sidnif icant - than the similarities. While 
- .  

not disagreeing with  ort ton tha$ the use bf analogy and theory 
" , m  

are common to both traditional religion and Western science, 
4 

0 

he claims that the purposes and uses of analocp~ are different. 

Analogy in traditional religion is used tb persuade and 
- %  

conceptualize, whereas in science it is "closely kinked to 
4 

prediction and verificat " (p.' 195). In the former, , 

/ 9 

properties are transferr o objects or ~efsanb by.means of 
i 

analogy; it isvrneans of ecting what i g  known. Ih~the 
D 

latter, analogy is a projecting from what isl known t~ $magine 
I 

C ' 

the unknown. While the one does not displace the kther, the 

use in science constitutes a means with which to tfiink that 
f 

requires a prior act of making the analogy or modei explicit 
7 =" 

so that it can be thought about and with. While Tambiah does 
> 

not directly connect literacy with explicit analogies and 

theories, he observes that "science (strictly defined) is an 

achievement perhaps only of certain complex and literate 



civilizations" (p. 200). Not o,nly is it that the theory needs 

to be explicit in order, as a matter of logic, to become a 
& 

subject of critical analysis,'it also needs im be'remembered 
'6  - 

and compared with other theories. Goody (1977)-cites 

observers af African societies who note African scepticism 

4 toward "witchcraft, divination, and similar matters" (p. 43) 

but, as he points out, the incidance of scepticism does not 

I w itself constitute a critical tradition which accumulates such 
i 

thought and allows it to be the subject of critical anlysis 

and reflection. How are shifts from a religious to a 

scientific consciousness to be accounted for? within 

Durkheim's theoretical framework, the causal factors would 

*spring from social interaction. He-represents the 

differenaes, not as thinking of a different intellectual order 

altogether, but as "progressive. specialization" and 

"perfectionings' of method" (p. 264). What might have led to 

-the specialization of science, however, neithe; Hortan in his 
J 

essay, nor D'urkheim nor Tambiah make clear, other than to 
U a 

describe it as a'process of, evslution, developed by L. 

differentiation and elaboration from the pri&&tive religious 
*-, . A  

basis. The features of this specialitation correspond very . , *  

closely to those associated with literacy. Goody, indeed, 

5h takes the view that without a means of recording eceptical 
->- - - 

thoughts, it is not,possible to develop a critical tradition. 

Recalling the constraints which conditions of total orality 

put on the ways of organizing knowledge so that it can be held 



in t'he memory, it seems at the very least unlikely that such a , 

tradition-could develop without literacy. Even more unlikely, 

perhaps, is that a critical tradition could develop without i 

- '$rigins in oral habits of scepticism and criticism. $bat 
6 

; z: 

writing enabled, as a new technology of communication, was the - 

enhancement and expansion of these capacities. 

Commonly associated with capacity for rational-scientifc ' '  

- thinking is the capacity for what is referred to as abstract 

thought. Although the capacity to abstract is.,a.natural human 
)4 

capacity, Havelock and Ong, have claimed that ab'stract . . , % .  6 . 5 .  
w 

analysis and abstract classification are an outcome of B - I  

- i literacy. Only with the emergence of genuinely scientific 
'ii 

. thinking are abstract concepts rearranged into abstract forms. 

Use by non-literate people of abstract forms of classification 

have nevertheless been documented and thus appear not to be 

beyond their mental capacities. Keith Basso (1980), for 

example, has described a comp'licat&d word game played by non- 

literate Apache children which requires the application of 

abstract classificatory principles. 
5 

passo argues that decontextualised, written lists - . 

requ'iree (1) the application of one or more principles that 

serve to define (or identify) the boundaries of a 

classificatory space'and (2) the application of one or more 

principles-that serve to segment and order items within that 

space (p. 77). The game he describes is apparently a 

traditional one, 'played "ever since the world began" (p. 77). 



It proceeds in the following way: 

An instigator of the game calls obt  a lexeme.. .which 
? 

is understood to delimit and represent a more - 

inclusive semantic domain (e.g. animate sky 

dwellers). A second player responds by calling out 

1 - another lexeme; representative of a different domain, 

61e.g. animate earth dwellers], which contains at 

least one vocalic'segment identical to a vocalic 

segment contained in the first lexeme...Now it is 

the instigator's turn, and he must identify a member 

of the initial domain (i.e. "animate sky dwellers") 

whose name contains at least one non-vocalTc segment . 
identical to a non-vocalic "segment contained in the 

name produced by the second player ... The second 

player now follows suit, naming a member of his 

domain (i.e. "animate earth dwellers") which shares 

a non-vocalic segment with the last name voiced by 

his opponent ... The instigator then returns to his 
domain and searches for vocalic correspondences; the 

d 

second player does the same; then back to the second 

players's domain for non-vocalic correspondences apd 

'so on. (p. 77). 

1n:hi.s article, a review of Goody's work, Basso gave no 

background information that would assist in evaluating this 

evidence which he uses to refute claims such as Goody's that 

abstract classification has to await the invention of writing. 



+ Goody acknowledges that he lacks empirical evidence of oral 

classificatory tasks of this kind since he has no linguistic . , - , 

samples. Be rests his argument on his formidable expe$ience 

with non-literate cultures, and on the grounds of the qbsence 

of any logical necessity or occasion for such tasks (p. 108). . -- 
Even did such a list exist, he suggests, "it is unlikely to - 
serve as a point of depkrture for an elaboration of the 

system, nor yet as an explicit model for other types of 

categorization and classification" (p. 108). Basso's exaarple 

goes beyond illustrating evidence of continuity of thinking 

processes from non-literate to literate to showing that 
1 

specific characteristics of the products may also have 
.*A 

similarities. While the capacity exists and may find, as 

Basso documents, an occasion, purpose and means of expression, 
d 

that capacity is likely to remain latent rather than active 
> 

without a means of elaboration or systematization. What Goody 

alludes to, but does not elaborate in his discussion is 

equally to the point. Capacity does not develop without need 

or occasion; but needs, other than those for bodily 
.. 

nourishment, are largely defined by what is available. Once a 

means becomes available, the need for its use develops in 

response to recognition of its potentialities and, 
A 

correspondingly, so does the.capacity to use it. 

A final characteristic, also typically associated with 

rational/scientific/critical thinking and thhs not typically 

with non-literate cultures, is what is rather roughly 



described as "openness" and "awareness of alternatives.", Both 

Tarnbiah and* Horton claim that scientific 
0 

thinking, 8ncwgages 
G 

search for, and a sense of alternatives and thus makes 

societies and their thinking "open" in some sense. Goody, 

however, reminds us that openness is not confined to lite-rate 

societies. In simple cultures, religious systems show great 

adaptability and are veliy open to change. Among the LoDagaa 
0 

"a whole set of deities, gods, shrines..,change in emphasis 
, > ~~ 

and in.actualityU (Goody, 1982, p. 207). The powers accorded, 

these deities shift when they digappoint or when some old cure 
Yp 

fails or a new remedy is found or proposed. -Change occurs - *  , 
/ 

. a  ' 

also as common sense dictates: A "hen , the contexts change - _ 
(because of famine, invk%ion, or disease) or when individuali 

b 

attitudes change (because of the recognition that the remedy 

has not worked), the ideas and practices will themselves 

change" (Goody, 1977, p. 43). Such change, while it 

straightforwardly refutes simplistic notions of conservatism 

among non-literate people, seems nonetheless to be closer to 

human social accommodation and adaptation than to conscious 

- speculation about imaginatively and/or scientifically 

conceived possibilities. As Rene Dubos (1971) points out in 
d 

his essay "The Pursuit of Significance": 
- ,  

rt - 
Throughout history, in all parts of the world, 

populations have been compelled to abandon their 

homes and to resettle other lands, as a result 

either of wars or natural disasters, or for economic 



/ - 
.. 

/ 
\- u 

- a . a  - 94  
$; 

or ideological reasons. But human adaptability is P 

* I 

(& great that displaced populations h a p  usllally 
I 

succeeded in recreating a home with all-..t9 
.- 

b - 
connotations'of the word even when the move had 

\ " 

taken them to entirely different physical andfhuman 
* "  - - -. 2 * A ,  

eurroundings" (p. 535). &M* 
% - d'. 

48 L 
That adaptabifity and capacity to change as needed is reactibe' 

behaviour and a natural human trait. People faced with new 

coqditions and dmbiguous or contradictory situations will 
1 

change their idea; and the way they live, whether-&iterate or C ., I 
E .  . , 

4 , \  :{ + 

non-literate., Recognition of the need to change leads, a 
', 

Goody says, to new qttitudes and actions. Goody does not 

suggest that the change is more than that. It seems akin, 
* ' 2. : 

therefore, to Achilles' sense of ambiguities which he acted -@ 

upon but could not articulate. ,If articulated and detached 
n . -.. 

from action, ambiguities may be critically examined and 

resolved ofreduced by the creetion of new frameworks and 

terms through which to transform thq way of seeing and 

experiencing the world. In what ~ o o d q  describes, the terms.do 

not seem to be changed, nor, in the instances cited, are there 

chanqes in the underlying asqumptions about the relation of 

human behaviour to that of the gods. a   he capacity for making 
change nonetheless exists. 

While there are differences in the degree to which 

certain characteristics of thinking are evident in different 
- 

cultural settings, the thinking processes, conceived as the 



mechanics 06 thinking of different societies appear, to borr~w 

Geertz' (1983) imaginative phrase, to be "wondr.ously 
+* -4 

singular+'. The assertion of similarity of kind seems main-ly to - 
/ 

." 
be 9 sery plausible assertion about commonality of means of 

R. 

maging:ssnse I *  of the world. Indeed, it seems unlikely that in 
.L.. - > 

the long e&lutiocof the hupan mind a change of the enorrnitl 
< 

required to transform es"sfential thinking procgsses would occur 
ilzj s Y .  '"h 

L* p , 

with any rapidity &nl&. . .  genetic and not4sinply 'tachnol~~jcal 
, *. 

$2 factcxs were at work. -- 9 
Q 

  he further dichotomies *at seemed to be convincing 
%2 , 7 % 

. ek '*? p, 

descripti&nseof ways in whtch oral and literate cultures are:. 
9 

different had to do with features of the. $>ans of transmission 

of knowledge. In oral cultures, Havelock held, knowledge 

could only be t-ransmitted .b$ inducing an almost hypnotic state *, , 
.F + 

of participatidn in the listeners. The oral performance * 

' -7 

required emotional engagement from both the poet singer who 1 
pa 

had to relive the tales he was telling and from the liater$e$- 
, - 

observers, but the poem was not an expression of his 

individuality. He learned it and knew it as well as his own 

life story but it was not his. Remembering the poem required f- 
-Q 

the use of formulaic languagec that w&ld assist the poet* 8' 

memory and also imprint the content of the &em on t M  minds 

of listeners for whom its story had functional rather than 

aesthetic value. In contrast, transmission of knowledge in 

literate cultures would be characterised by such features as 

detachment, individual expression of ideas, distinctive syntax 



and concern for style and word choice, and intellectual and 

aesthetic purpose. In the next section, we look to see 

whether these features do in fact inhere exclusively in 
B 

literate or non-literate cultures and thus whether the) . 
1 

accurakefy describe the transmission of important texts in 
::. 7 

non-likesate cultures other than the Greek. . 

The ~ransmission of Culture 

In her essay, Literacy Versus   on-~iterkcy: The Great 

Divide; ~ u t h  Finnegan (1973) discusses the hhture and 

functpions of literature in non-literate societies and argues 
y' < 

that it "can a&ieve the same range of things we expect from 
\ 

4 
i 

wri@qn.literature, with 6'11 that this means for the mode of 

thinking in sudh contexts" (p. 143). Contrary to popular 

belief, says Finnegkn, oral literature is not exclusively ? ,  

functional 'in nature. It also meets emotional and aesthetic 

needs. Nor i s  there any necessary involvement of the kind 
4 

Havelock describes as the complete emotional identification of 
r 

poet and audience with the poem. Although it is performed 

face-to-face with an audience, oral poetry may still achieve 

the kind of detachment associated-h written literature. 

Literary conventions, a special poetic language or use of 

special dress or music would all serve to distinguish the - - 
b 

literary performance from ordinary converpati~n and thus imply 

a kind of detachment. As hundreds of samples collected from 

-a1 poets amply demonstrate, oral literature expresses truths 



and insights which portray and illuminate the human 

and may reflect the individual vision of the poet. 

not di,fferent in these respects from the written in 

- capacity to comment on and reflect the culture. 
3 

Finnegan herself offers examples to illustrate 
- .  

- - 
condition ,- 

d 

its 

A" 
and they are further supported by the studies of other 

her claims 

anthropologists. She describes the Eskimo poet, for example, 

as sitting apart, waiting for inspiration and attempting to , . 3 . 

become receptive by thinking "beautiful thoughts". During 

performance, oraq poets respond to the demands of an audierice - ' 

and embellish andclothe the familiar skeletons of stories In' 

original ways, revealing their personalities and individual 
! 

talents. 

A high respect for individual contributions is evident in 

both oral cbmpositicn and other Athabaskan social 

Scollon 6 Scollon (1980) describe a methad of composition 

which involves the interaction of the sp&@ker and audience. 

Following a known formal structure, speaker and audience 
5 

negotiate the specific content of the narratiGe to g..degrea 

that "avoids any unilateral attempt to make any one -.. 
- 

participant's sense of the situation or of the world 'stick'". 

(Scollon & Scollon, p.' 27). The interactive way that the b 

narrative is built appears to make the use of formulaic 

language unnecessary as themeans of prompting the memory. 

Individuals prompt each other. 

Wallace Chafe (1985) contrasts the composition of 

- 



ordinary talk with that of writing and ritual speech. In 

talk, he says, speakers produce words and phrases at the rapid * rate of abbut six words every two seconds. Although the - .  . " .  . - 

% 
potential choice is from a huge lexicon, the actual choica-in 

talk is much reduced by the demands of the social interact$&, - -. 
- .  

In writing, writers may not be limited by time and can thus 

draw on all the resources of language,to which they have 
1 " 

access; they can refine their messages and search for " 

exactness of"expression. Their language will thus tend to 
-- - 

exhibit a greater variety of vocabulary and sentence 

structure; it will be more integrated, as opposed to 
i* * 

fragmentary, than conver&tion and contain fewer explicit - 
indications of awareness of an audience or listener. 

In his analysis of Seneca speech, Chafe~found distinct 

differences between the colloquial and the ritual uses of 
, 

language and these conformed to the contrasts described above. 

The ritual speech, moreov~r, was delivered as a monolmgue, . . 
ratier than as performative interaction with the audience, and 

thus audience involvement as contributors and audience 

identif icatibn in Havelock's mimetic sense did not &cur. 

Chafe's example suggests that detachment can be achieved in an 

oral culture, that the poet is not necessarily dependent on an 

audience for res,ponsive guidance, and that the language of 

oral ritu'al reveals an integration of sentence structure more 

typical of the rehearsed thought of writing than of speaking. 

Such attentiveness to language is noted also by A. Grimble, 



writing of the GiAbert Island poets. He describes them as 

having a passionate- interest in form and style %and fblabouring 
V 1 

patiently after the perfect epithet" (Grimble, rited i.n , ' -  -. . v 

3 

Finnegan, 1973, p.108). . % 
-.. 

Akinnaso analyzed Yoruba oral ritual, taped in 1951 when, " 
* 

Akinnaso ( 1981) claims, "the diviner's language was still 

relatively unaffected byp literacy" (p. 10). He notes the same 
. . 

'kinds of similarik5ea between the formal ritual language and 
' ..?, 

writing that Chafe describesd, similar detachment of thed 

speaker from the audience, a'Gd conscious attention to th& 

linguistic structure of verses. The fact of a qualitative 

difference in sentence structure in ritual language suggests 
. , 

that the alphabet is not absolutely necessary to changes in' .. 

Through such examples, we can identify similaritfes in 

purpose and tecbiques of oral and written literature. 

Finnegan suggests that one can find as many or more 

differences within the literature of literate culture than are 

di~tinguzshahl~e in the contrast between hon-literate and 

literate. The forms of Western literature have themselves . 

developed and changes are apparent in how character and 

individuality, for instance, are conceived and expressed. 

Emotional identification as a characteristic of oral 

transmission is evident in not too vestigial-$ form in the' 

mass experience of modern rock concerts and rock videbs and it 

seems not to be a universal characteristic of oral cultures, 



> + 

*. 
100 

w .  

While the Scollons' research does not suggest thaLrespect for 

individuals 'includes encouraging individualism, i& ths Western 

sense of unique person, the expression 05 'that respect 

nonetheless reflects that culture's unique social practices . 

and world view. These particularities alert us to recognize - 
differences in style and valdas among non-literates 3s we do 

'. ., 
among literates, thus to reject any notion. of homogeneity or 

of a monolithic model of eith& qzality.or literacy in 
'I 

culture: - w 

. . 
% 

I 

That is not to imply, however, that there are no 

significant di'fferenceq in the modes of expression of litera* : '- - ' 
P 

and oral cultu~es. Th&,change in syntax noted by Chafe in his 

analysis .of Seneca language, for instance , 'does nok appear to 

be accompanied by new forms of organization which lead away 

from an essentiaLly narrative mode. Nor does the fact that , 

poets respond in ways ybich reveal their individual talents 

and personality nec@sbariiy indicate anything about their 

concepts of self as individuals or about their self- 
@, 

consciousness. As Geertz (1983) explains, borne- conception of ' . * 
= 

what a persdn is, "as opposed to a rock, an ainimal, a 

rainstorm or a god" is universal. Our Westerm.notion of the 

individual, however, would seem, he suggests, wa rather 

peculiar idea within the context of the world's cultures" (p. 

59). The Javanese, Moroccan and Balinese sense of self is 

only half-realized and their idea "differs markedly not only 

from our own but, no less dramatically and no less 



instruct ivefy,, 
. , 

from one the other" 

perception can thus be understood only through undexsta din 
=. '7. 

their view of themselves, not by means of our concept. 

That an,observer bringing a particular frame of 

reference may note individual differences, as it was also 

possi-ble to do in the case of the Homeric poets, does not mean 

that the observer will or can interpret 'that inhvidual 
. ,  ' 

performance in'the same way as the perpetrat'or or 'actor. The 
t 

Eskimo poet may sit aside and wait for "beautiful thoughts", 

. but we must r e g a r d ~ o p e n  questions what the ~skimo poet 
. , \ 

means by that activity and how he perceives its expression, in 

relation to himself as an individual voice. In the 

descriptions given earlier of individual roles in compo8'ikion, 

no claim was made that a Western concept was being implied. 

Nevertheless, by claiming to perceipe a sense of 

individu&lity, despite the extreme complexity and cultural 

nature of that concept, the authors qssert a not very usbful: 
P 

undifferentiated commonality. d I 
" - 

Such qualifications notwithstapding, what emerges> in 
a 

the context of discussions of rituals or economi~ exchanges as 

well as of linguistic expression, is evidence of apparent 

continuities and similarities in thinking and means of 

cultural transmission which make dichotomous descriptions of 

literate and non-literate seem somewhat simplistic and more 

importantly, not very useful for understanding differences 

/ , between culture- Reduced to what lies behind or bedeath, to , 



internal happenings and psychological processes, the mechanics 

of thinking of different societies appear not to differ in any 

significant way. It seems a limp conclusion to arrive at - 
- - 

and by no means new or original. It will permit us, however, 

to shift the discussion away from metaphysical speculations 

and toward the more concrete and graspable forms of expression 
- 

' which distinguish societies and stages of mind from each 

other. + 

Forms of expression, that is to say the visible and 
- 

audible expressions of thought, clearly differ radically both 

within and among cultures. Myth is not history, magic not 

science, ritual not religion, and oral proverbial wisdom not 

philosophy. Although each of the latter may have roots in the 

former, and be the product of the same natural human thinking 

processes, they are nonetheless distinctive representations of 

understanding. They clearly cannot be described as simple 

outgrowths or elaborations without ignoring significant 
0 

differences in their functions, contexts of use, forms and 
I 

 methods of inquiry. But how, then, do we account for 

diversity and development in forms of expression and 

/\zeerstanding and thus of knowledge? 

i a 

~ndkrstandinq, Forms of Expression, and the Influence of 
I 

$ting - 
" 

1 Goody's answerwin The Domestication of the Savaqe Mind, 

is that the growth and development of knowledge was made 



posslj;ie by the kinds of techniques and capacities developed 

by means of writing. Having noted'that no particular social 

or intellectual effects seem to follow from differences in 

languages, Goody argues that "an examination of the,mean.b of 

communication,. a study of the technology of the intellect, can 

throw further light on developments in the sphere of human 

thinging" (p. 10). For Goody, the attempt to explain 

transitions in the history of human societies required a ~hift 

from-the previous emphasis on means and modes of production to 
7 

the means and modes of communication. He suggests that 

although processes of change which produce identifiable 

contrasts are meitherelinear nor binary, theyZdo have 

"significant breaking points which one must be able to specify 

if any plausible reasons are to be teased out for social 

change:' (Goody, 1986, p. X11). The invention of writing and 

the spread of literacy were mechan'isms- that constituted such 
p- 

breaking points. The-consequences for thinking that Goody 

(1977) associates with-writing are essentially the same as 

those noted by Havelock and listed above. He connects writing 

and especially alphabetic writing with y "the development of 

abstract concepts (p. 150), the development and growth of 

knowledge (p. 48), changes in cognitive structures (p. 18,, 

160), increase in reflective thinking (p. 109) and changes in 

the type and ability to recall (p. 111)". 

Much of Goody's work in The Domestication of the Savase 

Mind argues that the origins of abStrakt concepts are to be 
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foundTn the classifying and categorising which were involved 

in producing lists and tables on the Sumerian tablets. The 

visible list, he points out, had a qualitatively different 

impact on the mind from the heard list. The form of the 

written list itself gave shape and set visible limits on a 

seqbence of words: lists have clear beginnings and endings and 

are disconnected from other lists as well aa from the concrete, 

contexts of use. Informat&~n could be thought about in a new 

way when it was abstracted from a flow of activity. ' The 

relationship of the words was no longer established . , 

< 

acoustically in an active, flowing context of behaving but*  

spatially and visually in a static scene. As the conceptto•’ 

list changed, the range of possible thoughts changed too. . , 

Words could be reordered according to various abstract 

criteria. They could be regarded for their like and unlike 

characteristics, compared and thought about for their meaning 

or morphological similarity. The list offered alternatives 

for reordering after the fact of recording. The existence of a 
. ~ 

list of events, for- example, written down for some purpose as 

they occurred, "means t'hat they can be resorted according to 

different criteria" (Goody, 1977, p. 87) at a later date. 

Related to lists, tables reflected a changed concept of 

the basis of relations among naturally disparate items of 

information. , - Like the list, they changed the nature of ~ - 
Z 

* 
representations of the world and represented. a further step in 

classifying and establishing new relationships. In order to 



construct a table, one needs to determine, for instance, the 

meaning of abstracted segments of informat$& or determine 
, / 

similarities in characteristics of words and $hen compare and 

contrast and derive sets of relatibnships aniong it'ems 
V - 

previously disparate and embedded in concrete, active 

contexts. Contrasts, analogies, and contradictions are 

revealed in the process-of constructing the table. The task 
., 

is one which demands some analytical - thinking and is closely 

related to formal logic, an essentially literate process of 

reasopi-ng which departs from reliance on narrative and commOh 
% . .  . .  . 

sense, the hallmarks of traditional oral thought. 

The visible arrangement has a dialectical eifect on 

classification. It encourages hierarchization,. sharpening and 

refining of categories, and formal operations of a graphic 
\ ,  , . . 

- kind. In making a ~ew-kind of manipuiation possible, Goody 

. (  1:977 ) suggeits tables aff ected the structure of memory: 

the format of a table may itself be internalised as 

part of visual memory ... Once such essentially 
graphic deviees...have been learned, they can be 

% .  

ly 

used to organize information of a wide variety and 

great quantity without the use of pen and paper" (p. . 

1 5 8 ) .  

What Goody is saying is that once the concept of a table 

is grasped, the idea of arranging and relating bits of 
- 

information in categories offers a mental construct or 

thinking strategy to apply to a variety of assemblages of 
Y 



information. It provides an alternative way of lgoking at 

information. _ But additionally, the teble acts reflexively to 
6 - .. 

affect percepti,on of! the data-. By rearranging, the table 

changes perceptions and interpretations. The form of the 

table thus has  an heuristic function. It is a way of forming 
E 

and directing percegtion that motivates a search for , 

information that postulates. As \ . 

Wittgenstein 1986, p. 83), 

concepts are our thinking 
< 

runs, and so our judgment an according to them 
D 

too (1967: 374) and further, lead us to make , 
c- e 

investigation; are the our interest, and direct 
d b 

our interest" ($974a:570*).. . T 

4 By patterning data in-a particul r way, th; table serves 
- 

as a code which when imp ions makes 

"information" the mind nderstands. The 

pattern is, however, entity. It affects,' 
. +r 

later representations of data. The , 

relations made apparent in the table extend the ways in which. 

particular data may be seen and understood. The phenomenon is 

a zommon one. We know of things in contexts of place, time, 

and relations. when something familiar is lifted out of its 

context, we may see it in a new way because it now exists in 

relation to different things which change how we perceive it ' 

and thus how be remember it. The terms in which it can be 

understood are expanded and visual memory is engaged in a new 



way. 

We recall that memory in an oral culture is typically 

prompted by the formulaic and poetic structures of the 

languagem and by the affective conditions of the context in 

which the language is spoken. Rhythm, metre and rhyme 

structure the content so that it is recalled as sets and 

patterns of sounds. Sensory awarenesses of scene and action, 

reconstituted in the mind, further stimulate the memory to 
-, B 

recall the activity of speaking-and thus of words spoken. In 

contrast, the table displayed items in a visual arrangement 

that could also be reconstituted as a whole image in the mind, 

one part serving as a trigger to remind of another in terms of 

the known relation of the parts. Verbal memory was thus 

structured by a statib., abstract image which had no need ,to be * 

related to the activity of its original production in order to,. ' 

be reconstituted. That the list or table was an abstraction, 

or that the criteria for including items were themselves 

abstrpct does not affect the nature of the task of 

classifying, a task intrinsic to-all 'language use and not, as 
9 i 

we havg seen in Basso's example, necessarily dependent on 

writing., 
i .  

It seems likely, nevertheless, that writing in the first 

instance makes it easier to reorder according to varying 

criteria while making fewer demands on memory. Although the 

process might be accomplished without writing, it could not be 

formalised and systematized to develop new knowledge without 



writing. Suzanne &anger, in describing the genesis of art 

forms, makes a distinction which seems apropos here. She 
* 

labels bing-song gGech, rhythmic sounds and other tonal forms 

as "musical materials", not music, and comments that they 

b arise casually and may "attain some degree of conventional 

development before anyone sees'therp as artistic forms at 
I - . .  

all... They are musical materials but their unconscious use is 

not art" (Langer, 1980, p. 249). 
li ' 

In'a comparable way, we may see the use of lists and 

tables as being materials which became the means for conscious 

development of certain kinds of understanding and knowledge. 

Lists, for instance, served as archives of information which 

made possible the development of knowledge in history and 

medicine. ~oody's~eculates that the existence of king-lists, 

annals and chronicles among the Sumerians and Babylonians made, 

possible the latea piecing together of information to compile 

a history. By aarly 2000 B.C., according to Wiseman (cited in 

Goody, p. 91), a Semitic epic linked together "events from the 

Creation to the Deluge in a single account." Successive 
.+ 

revisions and reorganizations of the simple records and 

abstracting from the earlier epic forms, led eventually to 

other forms of composition which constituted historical 

knowledge. Medical knowledge developed from early 

Mesopotamian records which show collections of recipes for 

remedying ailments, and notes on symptoms and prognoses. 

These, Goody (1977) notes, "were added to and changed over 



time" (p. 144). Remedies recorded on were also 

commented on and added to as Egyptian physicians gained 

experience and knowledge. The process of recording and 

revising was a major step koward the rational science of 
3 .  

,-, , 
I --- 

medicine. - ,  
I* ' 

t - 
a - . . ' %  

The quantity and kind of knowledge which .canAbe. 
I 

, . 
accumulated depends entirely on the techniques available".for , ' 

its preservation. Written documents>have served'that function 

very adequately. The development of knowledge, however, 

depends on more than accumulating a quantity of ififormation. 

It is not a matter of putting down layer upon layer of the . 

sediments of thought. Development that includes and 

transforms accumulated knowledge requires a critical 
a 

perspective and forms of expression which offer alternative 

patterns of organization and represe.ntation. The eviance- 
7.- 

cited earlier suggests that all human beings possess the 

capacity for a critical perspective. Without alternative 

forms of expression as means, however, a collection of 

information can only be replicated in its existing form. To 

say something other than traditional forms allow, therefore, 
i 

requires a ne* form. Suzanne Langer comments of myth; for 

instance, that i 

. It is the primitive phase.of metaphysical thought, 

the first embodiment of general ideas. It can do no 

more than initiate and present them; for it is a 

non-discursive symbolism, it does not-lend itself to 



analytic and genuinely abstractive techniques. The 

highest development of which myth is capable is the 
F 

exhibition of human life and cosmic order that epic 
'<- 

poetry reveals.,-- We cannot 'abstract and manipulate 

its concepts any further within the mythical 

mode. . . Ideas first adumbrated in fantastic f orm 
become real intellectual property only when 

discursive language rises to their expression. (p. 

203). A 

Langer's argument here echoes Havelock's insistence that 

truly abstract concepts required a prose syntax and changed 
L 

forms of expression. Arqhival information of the list, - 
4 

recipe, and table kind, while necessary, does not of itself 

lead to growth of knowledge.,, Its tehs function principally 

to denote or represent. They are useful and interesting to 

readers who know and understand the contexts of th& use. In 

order that the nature of the knowledge they represent be 

contextualized and thus more generally intelligible, new forms 

of expression are required. The forms which emerged in Greep 

used a new syntax, as we saw in the previous chapter, which 
Q " 

permitted new kinds' of explanation and were characteristically ?; 

explicit. 

Explicitness, suggests Goody, was a condition of the 

growth of knowledge of the kind associated with the Western 

rational-scientific cultural tradition. Without writing, new 

relations established by new categories could not be 



, 
. , * 111 , 

elaborated and used.as frameworks for the conscious -. ., . . - 

developmept of'further categories and thereby of new knowledge * 

2 0 

and understanding. ~ritbng "takes words out of their speech 

context and places them, so abstracted, in a unilateral 

relationship with words (concepts/morphemes, lexical units, 

possibly phrases)" (p. 104). The meaning of the words is 

established by their use in the text. The text exist's in one , I .  

LC, 

dimension as an autonomous, self-referential symboiic form. 
- 

It is what Ricoeur (1984) calls an "autonomous symboIh 

whole", which has become "detached from the practical level" 

(p. 57). Divorced from the interactive oral context, written 

prose language makes demands that are determined internally by 

its structure. Its representation of the world is an 

alternative to what can be symboJized and articulated orally, 

not merely the written equivalent. By means of prose syntax, 

new relations among words and their meanings could be 

explicitly expressed, relptions which the list and table begin 

to establish but which prose verbal explawtion defines ? .  

precisely. The revising and reordering applied to lists were 

later applied to fully articulated ideas "m 'prose. Partly by 

means of this process, alternative ways of understanding were 

possible; :new knowledge and a disciplinary tradition could be 

established and developed. 

It is important to note the qualification "could" in that 

last sentence and to note also that we are here considering 

only the possible effects of alphabetic writing. The evidence 
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from anthropological studies strongly suggests &t diversity 

of expression and cultural relations'characterises oral 
.+ *- 

cultures as it does literate. ~iveh that diversity;'it seems 
I ,  

reasonable to assume that we could not expect to find a single 
,. 

continuum of development from the oral to.the literate. 

The characteristic of explicitness that Goody 

identifies as being crucial in the development of Western 

forms of disciplinary knowledge is, indeed, not a - 

characteristic of all-literate forms or conventions. As 

Nobuhiro Nagashima (1973) explains in his comparison of 

Japanese and Western thinking, literacy does not lead 
a 

gecessarily to scientific-rational thought in the Western 

mode. Contemporary Japanese thinking he says, is reflected in 

"minimum-message" communication where there is no attempt to 

be fully explicit or to represent meaning in an autonomous 

text. Japanese literates of the Ancient and Medieval periods * +  . 

developed the minimum-message as -conventions whfch held down ,. 

to the present. Like the literacy of Western culture, . < 

- minimum-message had its roots i n - t h e  non-rational,' 

participatory, symb'olic mode of cormnunicatipn in preliterate 

folk society. The use of script conventionalized but did not 
- 

essentially transform the'form of communication. 
4 

Understanding of messages in Japanese always requires 
I 

considerable background knowledge and experience of the 

writer-speaker and the subject. 



ConcJusion 
< 

The charagteristics of the relation between the oral and 
< .  

literate minds appears to be determined by differences in 

cultural contexts rather than by differences in processes of 

thinking. The mental operations underlying the various forme. 

of cultural expression examined in this chapteg..sgem .- . ... 3 

remarkably consistent. They include such generalized and 

somewhat interdependent capacities as: perceiving, imagining, 

analyzing, abstracting, generalizing, classifying, - 

analogizing, 'feeling, remembering,-.and learning. What the 

presence of writing appears to have done is both respond to 

and create new kinds of material in the external world to 

which those capacities .can -be applied. From their 

investigations of cognitive develop'k&t-, psychologists 

Bereiter & Scardamalia (1987) ,support such a conclusion. They 
' - 

suggest that "literate thinkers do not differ from '*oralM -in . 

the mental operations they employ, but ragher in what they are 
. - 

able 'to apply those operations to" (p. 16) . 
The differenkes insthe ways in which different cultures ,- . 

understand the world depends in part on what is available in 

the environment as the means of symbolizing and representing 

and in part on recognition ~f and need for the uses of - 

whatever means exist. The invention of writing led tc the 

creation of forms of written expression which constituted 

means or techniques for thinking, which could be internalized 

and used in the construction of understanding. Once the means 



of understanding and making knowledge was dependent to a 
\ 

significant degree on what had been recorded in writing and - 

thus available for critical scrutiny, the technical rol* of . 
r, .; . ' 

writing, as a substhute for factual memory and as a sb&ic"- 
. .  -, - _ 

artifact on which to exercise the mind's critical faculties, 

is prominent in an obvious way. Writing was necessary to the 

extent thqtathe new techniques for thinking, the products, 

were intimately related to writing a* the means by which they 
* 

were developed. Without writing, those particular techniques 

could not exist; 
- 

To think of writing as either causal or not causal in 

the dev2lopment of new mental capacities and new ways of 

understanding and thus in the process of cultural change, is, 
. * \ . 

however, to misconstrue the process. Culture, writ large, 

symbolically mediates ail relationships of human groups with 

the internal and external worlds. The products of that 

culture, including written discourse, constitute past of the- 

external world which must be internalised in symbolic form by 

its members. Natural and human events,.such as earthquakes or 

rapid incredes i; population, may'create ok cause a need for 
- .  

new means to,mediate relationships. Once that means exists, 

it is enfolded into the culture and becomes part of the mental 

apparatus with which ongoing ahd developing relationships are 

mediated. Since any means, including writing, has to be 

interiorized, to use Walter Ong's terms, it is also 
, 

necessarily dynamic. Human memory is not a storage space, a 



library, or a computer. It is part of what Vanderburg (1987) 

calls tlie "dynamic organisation of the brain" (p. YO). The 

means that becomes part of the mental apparatus must therefore 

in some sehse have effects and be a cause. From changes in 
% 

the language within a culture, we can infer changes in ways of 

thinking; that is, change in-the way the mind articulates its 4% R 

grahp on the world constitut-e changes in the means available 
-u 

for interpreting it. As Ong puts it, "Without writing, the 

literate mind would not and could not thirik as it does" (1986, 
1 

p.24). 

Because the process of cultural change is so extremely 

complex and dependent on such a multiplicity of realised and 

unrealised and diversity of social sstructures, 

the causes of change are necessarily also complex and 

multiple. No single dimension of mediation is likely to 

dominate. Politics, religion, economics, and technology all 
I b 

interact in evolving patterns of ascendancy and decline. .', 

1 Writing as a technology functions within those patterns. The 

emergence of literate cultures and literate minds in Western I* 

Europe suggests that writing offered potential for 

intellectual develspment that was responded to and could be 

nurtured in existing socio-political contexts. This does not 

mean we assume recognition at the"time of what that 
g 

might eventually give rise to in the culture. The comparison 

with the computer in our own age is again illustrative here. 

The uses of computer chnology are constantly being both 
C 
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created and discovered and we can ~ n l y  imagine and speculate 

about what it will mean to future generations. Not knowing 

does not stop the inquiry and the development'which are 

. .. subject to the complex of ongoing, somewhat unforeseeable, - 
' " J -  

socio-historical forces. '/ 

* l i  - 
An inquiry into the effects of wrjting in Western culture 

fortunately does not require imaginative or speculative 

projection into the unknown. What it does require is,that'we 
I' 

try to trace the development of literate capacities through a 

multiplicity of interwoven,evenks and to discover the 
* 

conditions which led to the uses of writing and literacy that 

we have inherited. Tracing any thread necessarxly highlights - Y 

. . 
the thread and to some degree distorts its significance in 

?, 

relation to its context. While acknowledging that to be-the 

case, the search to be undertaken in the next chaqter will 

nonetheless enable us to grasp more securely anl d derstanding 
of the particular nature of literacy in Western culture and .- 

the conditions which produced it. 



er Throuqh Writinq to Literacy: 
A Cultural-Historical Record 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, we examined what 
, . A ,  

anthropologists have to say about the thinking processes or 

mental operations of people in non-literate societ'ies. 
* 
~ccor3ing to their observations and reports, we cannot . 

/ 1 

distinguish the mental operations of non-1ite;ate from 

literate people. Processes of thinking appear to be 
* 

biologically determined rather than culturally. They are, 

6 s  Geertz (1983) says, "the pristine powers we all have in 

common" (p. 151). We must conclude, therefore, that 
- 

cultural! differences - . cannot be explained by differences in 

thinking processes brought about.through writing. Nor, if 

we accept Nagashima's evidence, can we hold the view that 

the development of writing-and literacy proceeds along an 

invariant path toward Western modes of scientific-rational 

thought. This does not mean the search to understand the 

effects of literacy has to be brought to an abrupt halt at a 

dead end. But it does mean that we cannot think of literacy 

in terms of inherent unvarying consequences and that we must 

look elsewhere in order to underst <&-the relation between . f 
writing, thinking, and cultural phenomena. In this chapter, 

therefore, I shall attempt to locate the meaning and- uses of 



$literacy within particular socio-historical contexts. 

Only very recently has the relevant historical 

information about literacy become available. In the past, 

historical studies of literacy fended' to look" at literacy 

quantitatively. They estimated the number of persons who at 

any one time were apparently able to read and write and 

documented such information as occupation, geographical 

distribution, and kind and level of education. More 

recently, historica'l studies such as Walter Ong's Oralitv 
A 

and Literacy (1983) reflect the new awareness that more is 

entailed in being literate than the abilTty to encode-and - 
- 

decode a symbol system. Orality and Literacy is a synthesis .. 

of decades of Ong'S own thinking about literacy and of 

research'and thought from a wide s~ectrum of discipfines. 

Ong constructs a picture of literacy development which 
' > -  .. . :.c 

culminates in the rational-abstract-conceptual-critical . . 
. : 

characteristics.of literate competence we inherit today, 

characteristics which for ease of discussion I shall r&er 

to in this chapter as "critical literacy." Other historical 

studies such as Brian Stock's The Im~lications of Literacy 

and Michael Clanchy's From Memory to Written Record in 

Enqland 1 0 6 6 - 1 3 0 7  situate literacy in the social contexts of 

uses and practices at particular periods. They .provide 

synchronic, detaiIGd descriptions and analyses within which 

and against which to interpret and understand Ong's 



diachronic perspective. 
- ,  .I ,. 

An attempt to trace the developm~nt oi any aspect of 

human activity through a cbmplex historical -landscape 

necessarily illuminates that development and throws other 

activity into shadow. As it illuminates, so..it accords 

significance. Because it identifies a course, it implies 

continuity, direction, intention, and a certain 

inevitability. In his account of the development of L. 

writing, for instance, Walter Ong uses phrasing like "what 

writing accomplished" and "yriting restructures 
f 

conscious,ness" (1983). A selective historical account can 

appear to claip that critical literacy is the result of 
GI 

writing. As I have suggested, Ong's terms strongly bias 

thinking in that direction. But writing is a human * 
. . 

invention put to use in human social settings. It dods not 

of itself rupture a cultural landscape with the suddenness 

of an earthquake. What distinguish one cultural group from 
8 

another are, to cite Geertz again, "the visions and versions 
-i 

that we socially construct" which include, of course, the 

forms of literate expressSion. In certain of these settings, 

particular cognitive potentialities of wri,ting were 

gradually and discriminately reai'ized. Coexisting with 

them, obviously, were multiple other, quite different social - 

settings in the Fame culture. These conditioned uses and 

perceptions of writing in other and different ways, some of 



which led to what Clanchy ( 1 9 7 9 )  has qalled "practical" , - 

literacy and to what Illich ( 1 9 8 7 )  te'rms "lay" literacy. 

As we examine the historical record in \this chapter, we 

need to acknowledge those differences sipce they must modify 
' 6 '  

any claims that imply an inevitable de~elo~mcnt'through 
- "  , 

writing toward a critical literacy; Noticing.-the , 
. . 

differences further allows us to see more clearly how the 

nature of any literate activity is coxitinuous with and 
' . *  I ,  

, ,  I . 
contingent upon the n~ture of ~artidular s$t$ings. The 

principal purpose of this chapter, hc&ver, is not to brgue 
, . 

the, contingent nature of critical literacy. The purpose is 

. . to investigate and describe developments in the use of 

writing through which have emerged, under particulhr 

conditions, those intellectual capacities we associate with 

high literacy. The consequences of the influences of. 

varying social settings will be the focus of the chapter 

which follows. Those consequences will be referred to here, 

therefore, only in order to help maintain a proper 

perspective. - . ,  

It will be my task in this chapter, then, to trace the 

uses of the technology of writing and the evolving 

perceptions of literacy from the disintegration of the Roman 

Empire down to the nineteenth century. Within the obvious 

limits set by a chapter length survey of such complex 

change, I select episodes and examples which, by 
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illustrating changes in the uses, practices, purposes, 

perceptions, and beliefs about writing, will-allow us to 

draw conclusions about the role of writing in the , 

development of the unique forms of thought and expression 
t I 

and kinds of knowledge generally associated with critical 
< 

literacy. 
1 L .  . r 

+. 

The Tschnoloqy of Writinq 

The title of this chapter, Throuqh Writinq to Literacy, 
6 

was prompted by my belief thatidthere are important 

distinctions to be made between literacy and writing. 
ii 

Although the techpology of writihg did-not disappear, for 
'r 

1 + 

instance, the literate expression and Jntellectual 
7 '  

development of thz relatively small and homogeneous Greek 

population of the Classical period was not maintained at the 

same level in the centuries following Plato. Furthermore, 

after the fall of Rome, the bureaucratic structure and 
* ,  

communicatidn networks collapsed, no longer needed among the ' 

heterogeneous popu'lations of the f rmer. empire. While the 9 * ' 
c-' 

literate achievements of the Greeks were not lost, their 

potencies lay dormant until rediscovered in the later Middle 

Ages. In the interim, the technology of writing was put to 
.A 

use principally. for clerical and administrative purposes. , 

Writing has commonly been conflated with literacy and 

both are sometimes given the label of technology. writing 



is the ba,sic funct'i~n in 

implies- its  orr relative, 

izr. 

' -  
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the practice of literacy and . . , , 
. , 

reading. Writing thought of as the 

technical system, however, lends itself to less ambiguous 

description than is presently possible with the. term 
- 0  

'literacy. A,,distinction is also useful, if the rebtions 

between a-culture and its literacy are to be understood. 
. ~ 

For the present purposes, therefore, I shall treat writing . t i  

not literiqcy as the technology. I begin by considering the 

senses in which wriking warrants being called a technology 

and explain what that seems to me to imply. I 

A technology is the application of technical method to 

some'kind of action. In ,writing, this involves the 

application to spoken language of an artificially 

constructed system of rules and elements, as exemplified in -. , ; 

the Greek vocalic alphabet and the syntax of prose. 

Technology ale0 inSolves the use of tools. Defining writing,' 

as a techno10,gy 'draws attention to its dependence on tools 

such as pen, ink, paper, and more recently, on typewriters 

and computers, 

language. All 

which they are 

perceived. 

and.to its material presence as vksible 

technologies affect the nature of the task to 
b .  . 

applied and thus the way the tasks are 

- 
Whether the task is a simple one like chopping food or 

a complex chemical process of dyeing fabric, the technology 

used affects not only how we do it but also how we describe 
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.1 - 

. it, visualize i-t, and.conceptualize it. What used to be an 
\, 

I _  \ 

act performed by the hand with a knife, in. the case of food 
\ ' 

'r 

chopping, for instance, has be,en:$ransf ormed k3y 3ood 

processors. Energy no longer comes from the body to produce , 
h 

small segment@ from. large, but from a motor. A blade spin's 
3 '  

in a cylinder anddarge pieces whirl about as the blade 

flails them. into fragments and flings them aside. What 

constitutes chopping hanges with the introduction of such 
0 '=%A 

technology. When we think ab%ut it, *e do so in terms qf 
3* 

the various methods of doing it. The technology has a 

material 
4 

presence with which 
b. 

and qeans of which we think 

about the task. The 'tedhnology enkers &r memory and shapes 

our consciousness and 
' -? 

In the case of writing, the technology changes our 
#t 

perceptions of language and communication. The text as 
'r . 

material1,y present tras4forms the relation between oneself 

and one's language and bet&en gneself and others. 

Communication i$ only ope use of verbal symbolization or 

language. Most of the time we manipulate language in our @ 

* -% 6 A 

heads, along with other imaging, ik66rder to transform 

sensory data into the meaningful symbolic form that renders 

our experience knowable. The technology of writing enables 

us to confront and interact with our own thoughts as well as 

with those of 'others. It kables us to structure our 

memories, thus our minds, with additional, different ways of 



organizing, analyzing, and conceptualizing our experience. 

These new ways are patterns, genres, forms and conventions . I. 

, of linguistic expression, developed by means of the 

technology ok writing. They become habits of thWght 
. *  . 

encouraged by the analytic process that writing +entails. . 

They may include such forms of logical procedure as ' P  ' 

? 

syllogistic reasoning which involves a particular kind of _ I ,  

analysis using written verbal statements. The new 
, 

relationships and meanings these written"forms embody are 

integrated into our consciousness and become internalized as , 

the ways in which we conceive of how to make an intelligible 

world. Once internalized, they becdme tacit knowledge, asA 

Polanyi names it, and are used dpontaneously, as were the 

poetic, imagistic forms of Vico's poetic man. They'are the 
\ 

means by wh'ich and through which we construct and perceive 

our world. 

The story of the applications of,'the technology of 

writing is the story of how we arrived at what we perceive 

with. Historically, it begins with a period which could -be 

broadly characterized as the use of writing to inscribe. 

Existing texts were copied'and recopied by hand. Spoken 

language was encoded in writing. Reading was a process of 

deciphering; writing a process mainly of recording. 
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Applications of the Tecbnoloqv of Writing 
- - 

Between the end of the Roman Empire and.the early 

Middle Ages, the institution m o s e - n d  willing to make ' 

use of the technology of writing and to maintain -a'li'terate 
4 

culture was the Church. After the fall_s4 Rome, when the 

fairly extensive 'network of schools established by the 

Romans had collapSed, only a small scribal class of priests 

had access to the surviving sacred texts. Kenneth Clark 

( 1 9 6 9 )  tells of a "boat load of 50 scholars" arriving at 

Cork looking for a safe retreat. On the islands of 
& - 

- < 

- - 
Lindisfarne and Iona, a small group of Celtic priests helped 

"keep Western civilization alive" by producing highly 

ornamented manuscripts of the gospel books. Roman 

manuscripts were also preserved and copied in monasteries 

such as thoSe in Tobr and Toulouse in France (Clark, 1 9 6 9 ) .  
?' 

For the early Church, writing was useful and necessary as a 

means of recording, preserving and proselytizing the 
B 

. , 

teaching of'the gospels. Church autfiority might be more 

difficult to assert, however, if it maintained' the policy of 
. * 

allowing democratic access to the texts. Literate 

competence was thus limited to a small group of priestly 

readers. F&. most people in the society, writing. anyway 

appeared to serve no compelling individual needs." 
3 

In the first place, the existence of a written record 

did not mean that many people were expected to be able to 

read it. Indeed those who "wrote" the texts were not 
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society. Eventually, how8ver;'the wr'itten forms 

coypesponded , % less- a-nd less cl~asely to the spoken. Latin, -. 

1-&e English today--but without the benefit of modern 

networks for translation--brokeedown into so many spoken 

dialects that even those who had been taught to read and 

write were unable to understand the standardized written 

. * .% 

Since spoken language cdlltinued to dominate 
i , " 

communication during this period, the proliferation of 

dialects in spoken Latin bnly aggravated their estrangement 
. .  

from the written forms. AS-well, the obvious artificiality 

of the written language dramatically separated it from the 

spoken vernacular languages of the general population. The 

refinemehts in the written language, which initially had 

improved communication within the church and in.stitutiohs to 
% 

which it was related, -eventually contributed, therefore, to 
k- 

its breakdown. By the 9th century, it became Church policy 

to enforce the use of formal correct ~atin'only in oratory 
\, 

and written documents and to acknowledge that "the society 

was rooted in speech" '(Pattison, 1982, p. 79)d 
v 

,.e 

The use of writing had always been restricted because 

the Church taught only limited' numbers of persons to read 
^ L 

- 
and write. The priestly scribal class wasoresponsible for d 

doing the paperwork necessary for maintaining and developing 
4 

.I_ 

not only Church business and organizations but also for.mo6t . ? 
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4 

. ! 

other social institutions. Even kings had to hire writers .L 

to inscribe and readers to decode messages for them. , . 
1, -3 

Although he learn'ed to read, Charlemagne, for instance, 
* 

never learned to write. Apparently he had wax tablets by 

his bed to practise on, but "said he couldn't get the hang 
, % 

of it" (Clark, 1969, p.17). Mayors and noblemen, as well as 

many bishops and abbots were unable to read and write. 

Cippola (1969) cites the example of Count Baldwin I1 of 

Guinea who, he says, was "an e~ceptionally learned person 

who na& a beautiful library, yet he never learned how to 

i read--he had his books read by his clerici et magistri" (p. 

The new policy regarding the use of formal Latiri was 

occasioned in part by Charlemagne's administrative need for 

a common language for those in power and in part by the 
r' 

recognition expressed in the Council of Tours that ordinary 

people needed to hear Church teachings in language they 

understood. Charlemagne himself was very - .  diligent in having 

manuscripts collected and copied. credits him with 

starting the process which preserved ancient literature. In 

England, Alfred the Great began what historian A.J. Mapp has 

called "the greatest literary tradition in the occident." 

Alfred is reputed to have taught himself to read at forty. 

He himself translated into English such works as Pope 

Gregory's Cura Pastoralis and sent a copy to every bishop 



and judge in his kingdom, with orders that'it must be-read. 

He sponsored the Anqlo-Saxon Chronicle, *a year-by-year 

history of England and arranged for the translation of a 

wide range of books including Boethius' consolation of 

Philosophy, and Bede's church history the Ecclesiastical 

History of the Enqlish Nation. 

Although the translation of ancient books and the 
7 

keeping of written records flourished during%this 

Carolingian period, the "renaissance," as Stock refers to 

it, was brief. Decline in both quality and quantity of 

records followed (Stock, 1983, up: 17). a The Church continued 

to hold onto the formalities of Latin which increasingly 

came to be identified with what Pattison (1982) describes as ' 

an "elitist, formal, rational, distant and esoteric... 

spirit" (p. 79). The Church also, up through the 10th 

century, continued to hold onto its monopoly on the 

technology of hriting and thus kept to itself the power 
- 

which accompanies record-keeping and communicating. In what 

was an essentially rural and agrarian economy, however, the 

ordinary person certainly had neither the wherewithal nor 

the need to learn to read and write. 
/ 

Throughout this period, the maing'forms of writing had 

limited a& specialized uses. Most were specific to the 

religious community and made it possible to get the work of 

the Church done or they were adapted to the administrative 

0 



needs of rulers. (Literary works, like the many heroic 
* .  

5 

epics of +:le Anglo-Saxons, were transcribed into writing but 

these wbre part of an oral tradition like that of the 

Homeric epics and not meant to be read silently or in 
b 

private.) Reading and writing servedalso as means of 
. r 

reinforcing and conserving approved procedures, traditions, 

and doctrine, mainly religious.* Indeed, Clark ($969) says 

that St. ~re~Qrf,;who was himself a scholar, is thought to 
\ p. 

have "destroyed many volumes of classical literature, even 

whole libraries...And in this he was certainly not alone" 

(p. 17). Written material, whether religious of * 

d 
., 

bureaucratic, did not replace oral  communication.'^- Wrikten 
* * 

forms supported c~mmunica~ibn by removing the need to depend 

xt and expanded and improved corqunication 

the language used to promulgate Cnurch 

doctrine, thus unifying congregations across national 

boundaries. -- 
The applications of writing during this first period 

-3 r 
;i 1 

occurred within a fairly homogeneous cultural landscape, 

clearly defined and carefully preserved by the practices, 

beliefs and values of the Church. Between the 10th and 14th 

centuries, however, significant social and economic changes . . 
took place in Europe. The practicqs, purposes and 

perceptions of writing changed and developed with them. 

Reading became a process not only of deciphering and 
>- 
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sa - 

comprehending, but also interpreting; writing a process not 

only of recording, but also analyzing. Texts began to be 

seen not only as representing but as embodying knowledge, 

The Shift to Textualitv and' Interpretation 

Clanchy speculates that up until the end of the 

eleventh century, a keturn to an oral world was still 
4 

possible, but by the end o3f the twelfth, a process had been 
set in history that was irreversible. The technolbgy af 

writing ceased to be the exclusive property of the ~hJrch :,. 
and the development of literate capacities reflected 'the 

varied and proliferating social contexts of its use. In 

1/' I 
particular, written forms became inckeasingly more .practical 

I .  . 
and served a broad& range of purposes. The transformation 

. # 

from dependence on oral communication in the domain of 

ordinary public life began with an increase in the demand 

and supply of written records. 

The impetus for this increase came with an increase in 

the movement of people, the rise of commerce and towns, and 

in England, the government's need for information and mmey. 

From the 10th century onward, written documents were used in 

a broad range of legal and institutional tasks. Clanchy 

(1979) estimates that between 1066 and the invasion of, 

William the Conqueror to the end of the reign of Henry I1 

the output of the royal governrne~t incfeased more than . . 



tenfold. William the Conqueror initiated the Domesday ~ o o k ,  

an inventory of all people, animals and objects and the 

geometric progression of its accumulation o• ’  information, 

continued into the 13th century. All kinds of-other records 

were also pr'oduced. These included charters, contracts, 

property transactions, title deeds, Chancery rolls, 

collections of statistics, plea rolls for use in court, 

records of expenditure in large hous~holds, and records of 
- ' -  

court proceedings. 

As writing began to transform the way many 1 
administrative tasks and social activities were carried out, 

. . 

it also transformed the-way, those activities could be 
/ c 

perceived and th'ought about. As has been the case in our 

own time with the introduction of computers, the use of the 

technology affects how we.perceive tasks "done previously by 

other means. As potential applications of the technology 
i 
) are recognized and put to use, they.inelucta'bly enter memory 

, -  
I '  ., c- 

and are available as metaphors for use-by the imagination. 

The computer, fof instance, is transforming the ways we can 
8 + 

think about information storage and is becoming a m 

for how we might conceive of our own minds anu@.memories. In 

the later Middle Ages, as the contexts for use of written 

records expanded to include more and more aspects of life, 

those records also began to transform the ways people 
r . .* 

thought about information storage and similarly introduced 



metaphors for~~onceiving of' human minds and memories. The 

more common the use of written ,records, the more it became 

customary to rely on the accuracy of what was written as an 
- ' . . 

,. " alternative to relying on individual memory and on oral 
' 3  . . ,  

testimony. 
P 

We have seen that up through the iOth century,"ritten 
r- 

documents served mainly to support oral communication. In 
+ ,  

d order to be meaningful, the words had to he claimed as "the 
-, . .  

,_words of someone." The authority of thk speaker as the 

source ofstruth and knowledge greatly exceeded that of the 

written reminder or the writer of,it. The increase in types 

of records did not initially change that perception, in part 

because the writer was commonly not the originator of the 
- 

content of the writing. The writer as scribe practised a 
F I 

trade like other craftsmen who were hired to perform such 

tasks as building houses or boats. The writer required 

"special mechanical skills simply to work with the materials 

available" (Ong, 1983, p. 95) which probably took more time 
7 i 

7 .  

and technical expertise to acquire than those who actually 

needed written documents wanted to expend-Ox develop. The - ,. 

personal word also. had more credibility than the impersonal 
71 

document since therdbcument might easily be untrue or 

forged, as was not at all uncommon in the case of books and 

charters in the 11th and 12th centuries. Not only was 

forgery a problem, but inadequate methods of reference made 



~ 6 it very difficult to trace written documents and thus to use 

them to substantiate any claims being made. ~cchnical 

advances and literate criteria for criticizing documents as 

well as the expertise needed to apply them aame only later. 

At this time, what,,was written lacked in itself the 
J 

authority attached to what was spoken. The testimony of a 

. , document often required the support of spoken testimony. 

"Which was better evidence, for example, seeing a parchment 

or hkaring a man's word?" (p. 209) asks Clanchy (1979). He 
*- 

cites Eadrner's description of the conflict over an invective 

-%in which "documents signed with the Pope's seal," the most 

impressive produced in medieval Europe, were challenged in 

derogatory terms by three bishops as "the skins of wethers, 

blackened with ink and weighted with a little lump of lead" 

(Clanchy, 1979, p.209). i 

By 1300, however, the weight of authority began to rest' 

- in texts. The truth of discourse vas tested not by speech 
\ 

but by documents. Clanchy (1979) reports court cases, for \ 
example, which show that "the oral procedure of challenging 

jurors had beccme in reality a written one" (p. 223). 
1 

Although the :acts had to be-delivered orally, they had to 

exist also in writing. Texts such as contracts and-plea 

rolls began to serve as evidence that could b& Used to 

substitute for the original oral record should the oral 
E 

record be lost or forgotten. Other kinds of documents were 



gradually assu~fled to be accurate representations of-the 

intentions of whomever had prepared them. These would then 

serve what Stock (:1983) describes as a "dispositive role 

which effectively superseded oral arrangements" (p. 7). 

What became fact then was what had been written, suggesting 

a recognition and acceptance of the written f o m  as having 

come from a reliable source and thus believable, whether or 

not it had been confirmed orally. 

No doubt this acceptance:was the consequence of a 

number of factors, the most imqediate, though not new of 

course, being the fixed nature of writing. Time might fade. 

but not change the words on the page, unlike the effects of 

time on human memory. The actual number of people who could 

read and write still represented only a small fraction of 

the male population and equally small was the percentage of 
L 

people who had both the need for and access to the skills of 

writing. The authority eventually accorded to texts was 
4. 

probably, therefore, also related to the fact'that those , 

whose social status required them to use written documents 

already had authority. Not that the effects were felt any 

less by those who could not read. and write than by those who . 

could. Illiterate peasants taken to court would be subject 
d 

to the new methods of testing evidence.  heir word might 

not count against- a contradictory written record. "Under 

the literate regime, the oath pales before the manuscript; 



, . 

it is no more the recall but the record,It..fp. 18) says 

Illich .('l'987). In the afterlife as well, the influence of 

the record would be felt. "Even the rudest peasant and 

humblest charwoman can no more enter the church-portiil 

without learning that their names and their deeds appear in 

the text of the Heavenly Book. God, like the Landlord, 

refers to the written account of a past, which, in the 

community, has been mercifully forgotten" (Illich, 1987, p. 

17). 

As Stock and Clanchy document it, the shift to belief 
i 

in the authority of texts appears also to have been much 

influenced by the state of flux in-language and by the way 
P 

texts were composed arid their meaning and significance 

neg~tiated. The 11th to 13th centuries were a period when 

dritten English and French were still in a fluid state of 

development" (Clanchy, 1979, p. 261). Standards of written 

- English hid been eroded by challenges from colloquial forms, 

Stock says, because no public authority existed to uphold 

particular conventions. The actual language used in written 

records depended on "the status of the persons concerned and 
\. 

the nature of the document and not on the language actually 

spoken on the occasion" (Clanchy, 1979, p. 160). Records of 

court proceedings, for instance, might be written in Latin 

yet the actual spoken proceedings be conducted in English or 

French. As spoken languages, French and English were almost 



in competition qnd in their written forms, they competed for * 
4 

status with Latin which still held pride o•’ place by virtue 
, - 

C 
of its antiquity, ~hiversality, and asso'ciation with - 

scholarship. 

As was noted earlier, written, or what Ong calls 

"learned Latin," had splintered off from the spoken by the 

6th century A.D. The written was subsequently stahkaidized; 

the spoken developed in two directions: into the 

recognizabZy~distinct Romance languages of whole 

populations--Spanish, Italisn and so forth--and into the . , . .. 

Latin dialects spoken by clerics. Although writtenS'latin 

was by no means dead in the sense we think of it today, 

thousands of words being added over the centuries (Ong, 

1983, p. 113), its life was somewhat protected from the 
> 

pressures of the linguistic &rketplace. Insofar as it was 

used in practical as distinct from scholarly contexts, 
me 

however,   at in,-'like French and English, had a destabilizing 

influence on usage:,in both speaking and writing during this 

period. 

With multiple influences on the development and use of 

languages by different groups in the society, na single 
" .  

group of characteristics adhered exclusively-$0 written and 

spoken forms. There was no direct correspondence, for 
L- 

instance, between the informal and the vernacular or the .. .. , 
< .  - 

standardized and the writteq. 'As uSe of the vernacular in 



texts became more Gommon and 

situation developed in which 

I f .  

in more sectors of life, a 

there was a growing 

, . 

interdependence of oral discourse with written texts. 

Writing reflected both the non-stanfiard vernacular 

vocabulary and sentence structure and also oral methods of 

composition. Stock-notes that John of Salisbury in 1159, 

for instance, talked of writing as .&.process of dictating 
, ,  

and "penning," the one done by him, the other by his 

secretary. Eadmer, in writing his biography, was himself 

doing both things but he distinguishes between theGs, 
'?. 

recognizing that the composing techniques he drew on to 
?, 

"dictate" derived from classical rhetoric whereas the actual 

penning was simply a physical act. His writing, like John 

of Salisbury's, was a process of spontaneous composition and 

an extension of his speaking, not a different means of 

expression. What it did is provide for his reading 

audiences an alternative to hearing as the mode of 

communication. 

But just as composing in writing was associated with 

speaking, "reading" was commonly associated with hearing 
1 ,  

rather than with silent, visual scanning of,.-text.'- ~eaders 

d to listeners. "The medieval recipient prepared 

himself to listen to an utterance rather than to scrutinize * A 

a document visually" (Clanchy, 1979, p. 214). The 

interaction of verbal discourse with texts in these ways 
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contributed to their develiping interdependence ahd appears 

to have enabled their interpenetration, to borrow Stock's 

useful term. 'Since they are recognizably close to speech in- 
. 

4 
1 - 

their methods of composition and could be identified with 
. 

the speaker, individual acts of speaking and wriqing could 

be perceived as interchangeable and thus the vrritten and 
- 

read word could be assumed to have meaning and be given the 
r V  

authority previously accorded oniy the spoken word; 

It whs out of such interacting and interdependent 

socio-pblitical-linguisric -contexts that concepts of writing 

were gradually transformed. These new perceptions and 

beliefs were acquired rather than consciously learned. They 

emerged unbidden from the contexts of use of the technology. 

As characteristics of a new "literate mind," they appear to 

be the outcome of adjustment or qccommodation to gocia1 and 

economic realities rather than of intellectual will. Stock 

(1983), indeed, locates changes'in,the perception of writing 

within a general framework of social change in a similar 

direction: . . 

If a gene-ralization is to be proposed, %it would 

have to speak of a new system of exchange and 

communica,~tion, equally effective in economic, 

social, and cultural relations. Coinage appeared 
1 

in quantity; markets surfaced in nascent 

commercial centres; prices began more and more to 



be determined by supply and demand; and men 

gradually distinguished between inherited status 

and contractual obligations. Money, in other 

words, or commodities with a monetary valuel.. 
. 

emerged as the chief force for objectifying . ,  
- .+ 

L A  

economic concerns, just as,.in the cultural 

sphere, the written text helped to isolate what 

man thought about from his processes of thinking. 

(Po 85) . 
The application of the technology of writing to linguistic 

. . - expression and its meanings appears, that is to say, to have 
had similar effects to'the application of monetary value to 

goods and services. As the use of moneyL'drew attention'aQay 

from an item's ac,tual value to any particular individual and 
'x " . 

toward itself as an indicator and eventually an arbiter of 
* 

value, so writing similarly drew attention to *elf as an 

indicator of thought and eventually as a source of 

authority. 

That is not to say that the authority of written 

accounts was automatically accepted and assorred. The degree 
-4' 

to which they should be accepted as accuraLe representations 

continued to be determined by reference either to ' 

corroborating oral or to other written testimony. Accounts 

would thus be subject to some level of critical, comparative 

analysis. In matters of administrative and commercial 



practice, the analysis was not'an abstract exercise. It 

would occur within contexts of 'use and action and would lead 

to decisions and judgments, which themselves might be 

recorded and used for later reference to assist in dealing 

with similar occasions or events. Illich (1987) mentions, 

for instance, that ';a hjniature of 1226 preserves the first 

picture of the  corrector,"' a new official who leans over - . 

- - 
the shoulder of the scribe to cert'ify the "iddntity between . c . 

. < + .  
two charters" (p. 18). Such habits of7comparative-analytic 

activity were embedded in concrete practices and, together' 

with all the other socio-economic activities -involving 

written records, constituted a "practical literacy" as 

differentiated from the "high literacy" of those who were to 
+ 

use reading and writing for intellectual purposes. 

The purposes of practical literacy underlay 

intellectual purposes across a broad cross-section of the 

medieval population. The expansion of practical literacy 

was, in one sense, a successful means of enabling and 

reacting to major social change. It made the change 

manageable -and possible. Understanding the change, however, 

and being able to explain the forces at work, required 

capacities to provide answers that satisfied changing 

sensibilities. When old terms of ex$lanation fail, new ways 

need to be fourid. In the 12th and 13th centuries, the terms 

in which the society had been understood were proving 



inadequate. The social order was rooted in religion but the 

Church no longer offered's sufficient degree of security and 

satisfaction in the face of a spead of ~umanistic 

kn&ledge, social and economi& disruptions and such 

uncontrollable disasters as pldguea and epidemics. The 

tenets and ethics of Church doctrine which pasited a world 

of Christian brotherhood stood in dramqtic contrast,,.forr 

instance, to the desperate economic realities of 12th 

century textile workers' lives. According to Marc B1,ocH' 

(cited in Barbu, 1 9 6 0 ) ,  "the commmities of the textile 

workers were one of the favouf.ite, breeding grounds of 

heresies" (p. 45). As a group, they, and other heretical (''_ 

sects and revolutionary movements, beg* to question the 
C * 

Church's interpretation of the scriptures. It k s  such high .% 

literacy,--the analytic-interp~etive work applied to 

religious, legal, and historical documents--that laid-the 

ground for the expanqion and development of scientific, 

rational, critical, and discursive knowledge. 

Although the authority of the Church continued through 

to the Reformation, new intellectual tools began to be 

developed during this period which challenged that authority . 
. . 

and which served as the means of developi?~ afternatives +to 

the Church's interpretations, and fater, during the' 

~enaissance, alternative explanations. These intellectual ~ 

tools included techniques of analyzing and interpreting 
F 



-which were devised for use with texts. As we have seen, 

writing and texts-had begun increasingly to influence 

relations in everyday activities. Texts also began to be 
~ & 

used, however, in the acquisition of knowledge in law, 

theology and history and as the basis on.which methods of 

explanation and interpretation could be developed. 

The use of texts for these purposes had its origins in 

existing practices which were modified and transformed 

because of new demands. As was true of the emerging 

literate mind of ancient Grgece, as dekcribed by Havelock, 
r 

the new textuality in Medieval Europe grew out of prior, 

dee5$!Ly embedded cultural conditions. In the case of Europe, 

the traditions which had earlier permeated all aspects of 
. . .. . . 

the culture derived from the Church. It was out of such 

interpretive habits associated with religious discourse that 

new strategies and approaches to texts emerged. 

The need for interpretation of the scriptures and the 

importance of correct interpretation had long been clearly 

recognized in the Church. St. Augustine'~ On Christian 

Doctrine ( 4 9 7 - 5 2 6 ) ,  for instance, outlines criteria for 

interpreting the figurative language of the scriptures. It 

is a guide to exegesis which specifies that the scriptures 

can be read and understood in terms of faith, hope and 

charity and any other reading is quite simply wrong. By the 

11th century, there were many heretical and reformed 



communities in the Church whose prackicas and beliefs 

appeared to contravene traditional doctrine. As a means of 

clarifying what actually constitutes heresy, accounts of 

individual heresies appeared in written form .and were 

interpreted and distributed to ordinary believerg - in sermons 

and missives. The behaviour of groups of heretics was also 

documented and attenpts made to explain the particular 

nature of the heresy in the context of the principles and 
. -8 

practices of the Church. . 

The teqts in which these heresies and their counter . 
dbctrines were recorded, initially had a -status.equivaient 

' _  a 
d g: 

to evidence-documer~ts. That is to say, they supported the 
. . 7 -  \ 

1 

oral record by confirming and koatextualizing it. But the " f ?9 
process of confirming eventually also bvolved compar'ing 

- 
w 

written -accounts and searching for precedents which allowed 

rational distinctions to be made on the basis of textual , 

evidence. These new.kin& of rational distinctions replaced - - .  
Ps 

/ 

oral, anecdotal comparisons of experience which relied on 
* .  

memory. The texts which described and documented accounts 

of heresy began to be significant in resolving them. As 
% 

they accumulated, written accounts provided an ongoing 

record which was studied and discussed in situations removed 

in time and space from the concrete activity of the original 

context which they described. 
* .  

The process of such interpretive-analytic work was made 



possible in part by technical changes in the appearance of 

texts. Illich (1987) points out that the potentialities of 

writing as visible language could not be realized until it .' 
.? .-*- - 

ccould be readland-uhderstood simply by being seen and not 

also vocalizedpnd rgad through. Readers need cues which 

help them to make sense of utterances just as listeners do. 

Such techniques as chapters with titles, chapters divided by 

subtitles, numbering of chapters and verses, paragraphing, 

marking quotations and summarizing marginal4. glosses, made it 
- ,  r. 

. possible to develop a table of contents and alphabetized 

subject index. All of these structural cues assisted 

readers in the work of studying the meaning of the text, of 

critically examining it for its logic and argument, and of 

identifying inconsistency and contradiction.& %Indeed, they 
d+ 

made such scrutiny possible. 

In giving texts-such serious and intense examination, - .  - 
*-  .. 

and by using them to arrive at what they perceived toebe the - 

trpth of events, scholars were treating the text as an - 

accurate, meaningful representation of actualities, a 

subgtitute for experience. In this, their uses and beliefs 

were paral1,el to the way written records wer6Shandled in 

practical contexts. Significantly more extensive and 

developed, as well as more abstract, however, were the 

interpretive strategies being used in the analysis of 

heretical tex5.s. In practical settings, the text's accuracy 



would be connected to a concrete situation 
i - 

In intellectual settings, the text embodied the reality. 

Written words had meaning apart from action and concrete 

activity. ~6eir- meaning was connected to the meaning of 

other words and dependent upon them, not on what they 

referred to outside the text. The word on the page was 
, 

invested with meaning that could be studied. and'-'understood 

without reference to its author. The logic inherent in text 
, .  * 

structure, in the sGtax. and grammari was abl; to .constitute 

alternative understandings of the world. 

In Havelock's famillar;terms, the activity of 

interpreting texts "separated the knower from the known" and 

permitted the contemplation of meaningcabout the world that 

were not embedded in concrete activity b;t were entirely 

symbolic. Indeed, the kinds of thinking and the assumptions 

and beliefs about knowledge that Havelock associates with 

writing in classical Greece begin to reemerge here in the 

medieval context. Experience, examined by means of textual . 

logic, could be.separated or abstracted from actual 

occurrences. Subjective, lived experience could be and was . - 
itself interpreted and symbolically constricted as text. 'lt 

could be discussed, further, in terms of rules and 

principles, thus from theory .and conscious organization, as 

art. 

The label attached to these new interpretive Habits was 
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the "scholastic method." It referred to "a set of 

techniques for evaluating and reconciling opposed positions 

,and-was not peculiar to any branch of knowledge; rather, the 

methodology was g6nerally appropriated as principles of . 

factual organizations" (Stock, 1983, p. 326). Transposed to 

legal and historical work, the methodology included both * 
, gathering of facts and the presentation of them in 

discursive text. Sihce the arrangement of the facts was 

according to criteria decided upon by the writer and would 

follow from logical principles, the methodology also implied 

interpretation. Since what was knowable in the context of 

this interpretive work "was largely associated with the 

accumulation of facts that were directly or indirectly 

derived from texts" (Stock, 1983, p. 405), it seemed to . 

follow that the way to develop orsincrease knowledge was b y ,  
-. 
making texts, since interpretive analyses had shown them 

capable of embodying facts, not merely recording them. e 

Bernard of Angers ~av'probably~ one of the first, if not 

the first during this period, to produce text that was 
\ 

intended to increase knowledge, not simGly to record it. He 
C 

collected data--in this case stories of miracles-- 
- 

authenticated them by examining witnesses, compared accounts 

of the events, and then organized them into a coherent 

narrative which he then revised and edited. c he way he 

organized his material was dictated by how he interpreted 
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what belonged with what, rather than by chronolog~cal 

sequence, and by what he thought memorable and significant. 

(According to Stock, 1983, the document he produced, The 

Miracula, was "an immediate and lasting success" [p. 641.) 

Although the use of writing technology and the i 

existence of texts made it possible for Bernard to engage in 

this kind of analytic reasoning, the contents of his work 

and of other historical works still depended on a blend of 
. . 

the old oral and new written traditions. In historical 

writing, for instance, the method of v om position at first 

retained close ties with the epic narrative and all kinds of 
, 

unverifiable data such as dreams and poetic insights were 

, compiled and admitted to the record, data which would later 
' A  

T .  

become unacceptable. Not that even at the time, such data 

was uncritically received. .-'Urderic Vitalis, writing a 

history in the late eleventh century, is said to have 

"detested those who told inaccurate narratives" (p. 75). As 

history developed into a discipline, the nature of soirees 

, , 
and kinds of documenting which were recognized and included 

. . 

were subject to certain kinds of critical scrutiny. The 

corollary of the belief acted upon by- Bernard--that texts 

could embody knowledge and be the means of advancing 

knowledge--was recognition of the role of self- 

consciousness. Through engaging in a process that 

"actualizes potential meanings" of words, readers 



articulated those meanings, thus making them conscious. In 

acts of reconciliation of meanings, they turned to their own 

understanding a ~ ~ d  were thus led to see truth as something 

coming from inside and not external7.t& the mind of the 

interpreter. As something inside, as stock pointg oit in 
1 

his analysis of medieval interpretive work, it had to be 

inside individual minds and connected to consciousness. 

In the late 11th century, the Dedascalicon of Hugh of 

St. victor fully articulated the relation between teqtual 

knowledge and self-consciousness. For,Hugh, it was a matter 

of how to attain human perfection. He advanced the view 

that human perfection is attainable thrdugh~refle~tivel~ 

conscious awareness, Hugh posited that the bridge between 

imperfection and perfection is the study of texts which 

offer knowledge. In the process of consciously applying 

knowledge, there is self -knowledge, and bi knowing itself, 

the self becomes more virtuous. Since the knowing is of the 

mind, it is immatesia1,and invisible. For Hugh, knowing 

also signified the i&ortal elements through which human. 

beings "truly exist" (Stock, 1983, p. 323). understanding 4 

and illumination were thus attqinable from individual study 

and creation of texts. No longer, for instance, were 

priests and their voices needed as me'diators for the 

individual in his or her approach to God. The text provided 

the means to individual salvation. This was "rationality as 



inspired by literate pursuits" (p. 145) says Stock (1983). 

The necessity of interpretation and & looking inward 
~k-l ? for knowledge and knowing is summed up in tl contrast~ng 56 

"., 1': 

views of Abelard and Anselm, as described by i(3nqeth Clark- 
0 

4 

(1969), who comments: 

At the centre...was the briPli*ant, enigmatic 

figure of- Peter Abelard, rhe invincible arguer, A 

' % 
the magnetic teacher. The oldef.medieval 

philosophers like ~nselm had ;aid: "I must -believe 
L 

in order that I may understand." Abelard took the 

opposite course: "I%%ust undersfand in order that = .  

-4. 

I may bekieve." He said: "By doubting 6Ye come t~ - 

questioning, and by questioning we perceibe the 
&- 

truu." (p. 44) 3 

@g .. 
As Havelock (1963) had observed gf the.~iassicbl Greejc 

P 
8 \. 

experience 'long before, the transition'tq texto~lit~. 
z .  . 

de;cribed here also seems to be accompanied by the , 
* b 

.h 

development of a "consciousness which ... discovers"therreason 
t 

1 ' 

, for action in itsolf" (p. 199). ' 6 the 11th r.12th 
= * '$$. * 
centuries,. the discovery that meaning can be foun&in and 

I 

tHrough the individual mind emergd from the &sights of 
% , 

C 

brilliant minds like Abelard's and by Sneaw Q•’ the , 

. 3 2  

*$ 
3 techniques develbped to hilp interpret texcs. 

P ,  , 

7 * Eventually the transfornetions , . Zch,ieved bi both 

practical and-kigh literacy became recognizable as + . -2 



characteristics of a new literate mentality which . . ,  ~ 

* 3 
.a *** 

constituted a cultural phenomenon. It bespoke a climate,inX 

which texts served increasingly as the means of mediating: 

J individual and socia-1 interaction. Not that every one could 
. , . -v 

read or write, nor cared personally about acqyirhg the 
i 

skills. ~t appears, from what Stock and Clanchy describe of 

the changes which took place in the later medieval period, 
- 

'P- that not the technology per se nor the acquisition of skills 

to use it, but the presence of texts, the nature of their 

contents, and the social co~ltext of religious dissenters ied 

to new perceptions of what constitutes knowledge. 

The way and extent to which individuals were affected 

by new perceptions depended on the nature of their 

involvement with literate communities. Among clerics and 
, 
their faithful and among the heretical groups, only a few 
C 

individuals might actually read the text, but others 

partipated in interpreting it. ~articipakion in such . . 
"textcal communities brought with it the perceptions and 

G methods of analysis associated with texts. participants 

were immersed in settings which afforded particular kinds of 

demonstratzons about the meaning and value of texts and thus 

literacy. They could become literate in their attitudes and 
a .  

9 

beliefs about texts without having the technical skills 

needed to gain direct access to them. 

Clancpy (1979) ccites John of Salisbury who "emphasizes 



that an illiterate prince can participate in wisdom though 

the medium of the priest's voice. The prince is not 
, 

excluded by being illiterate" (p. 219). I< f s ' n o t  apparent, 

of course, from such assertions what kinds ot-texts are 

being "read." Hearing the Bible and hearing Aquinas would 
I 

be very different kinds of experience: on the one hand a' 

written record of a pred~minantly~oral composition; on the 

other, a text originally composed in writing. Nonetheless, 
I . I  

John of Salisbury's example sugg.ests that the prince was not 

hampered by his lack of skills. Acquaintance with the 

language and patterns of thought characteristic of texts and 

with the new ideas which texts introduced, enabled the 

prince to think analytically and' to articulate underlying 

principles; his high soaid status enabled him to translate - 
what he thought into action. The alternative view of the 

world that he could construct from reading, could be 

realized in some fashion, not in another text of his making, 
. , 

but in social real.ities of his making. 

From the evidence of new alpproaches to organizing and 

using written inbormation, it seems that scholasticism, as 

"a search for new intellectual tools," was successful in, 

bringing about needed changes in the tools. The changes 

enabled scholars better to grasp and explain ambiguities. 

The presence of texts as meaningful embodiments of knowledge 

provided a new perception of an objective, intelligible 



reality that was the product of new methods of 

classification of knowledge and Bn alternative to.sensed 
, 

experience. The relation of individuals to the process of 

making and developing knowlpdge, their st&ketoward 

knowledge, indeed their world view, was ttansformed by that 

shift in perception. As the nucleus of a paradigmatic 
+ 

b 

shift, the interpretive-analytic study of texts enabled 

scholars'to develop knowledge in ways- not possible earlier. 

But without ready means of disseminating texts, the 

spread of literate 'Attitude& was necessarily restricted. 

The conditions which accompanied the next shift in uses,and 
A ,  

.d 

perceptions of writing, texts, and literacy *include a new 

technology, the printing press, and another period of social 

upheaval. With the invention df the printing pres's, we 

enter the modernrera of literacy. 

The P r i n t i n q  Press a e  an Instrument o f  Chancre: The S h i f t  to  
I 

P r i n t  and E x p l a n a t o w  Discourse  

The modern era pf literacy began when the . 
, . 

potentialities of the printiqg press were recognized and 
a 

exploited, but the needs it responded 'to arose out of the 

socio-cultural conditions in 15th and 16th century Europe. 

Traditional medieval patterns of life and belief had broken 

down and a lively and long period of search and adjustment 

ensued. England during the 16th century has been described 



as "a cauldron seething with economic unrest and social 

passion" (Barbu, 1960, p.150). Great changes in class 

structure, the centralization of political power, the growth 

'of an urban population, the increase of commerciql and 

financial capital, the expansion .of trade, .the exploration 

of the seas, and the spectacular rise of the middle cla-sses, . 

all contributed to what Barbu describes as "a degree of. . , 

mobility often verging on instability" (p.151). The degree 

of social upheaval created conditions similar td those •’aced 

in the towns in the 11th and 12th centuries. During that ' 

late medieval period, however, belief in the explanations 

and codes sf beha~~i~ur upheld by the church was the ndrm. 

By the 16th century, that belief had been shaken and there 
i 

was a clear need for new ideas about the world and new 
\ 

techniques for gaining a firm grasp on it. The means -by 

decades 

located 

which new ideas could be developed could only arise out of 

existing cultural realities and existing technologies. With 

the printing press, the technology became available-that 

~ould~fully exploit the value and trust accorded to the 

written word. 

In the latter half of the 15th century, many new ideas 

began to circulate in written form, through printing shops 

which sprang up all over Europe. Within approximately two 

between the 1460rs..and 14809s, printing shops 

in cities had opened up as the new centres of text 
C L 



production. The printing says Eisenstein (1985), 

"provided a new setting for intellectual activity. printing -0 

shops were more sensitive registers of political, economic, 

religious and cultural developments than any other kind of 

shop in early modern Europe" (pp. 24-25). They printed what 

people wanted to read and what others wanted to write, on 

matters both mundane and scholarly. ~ncient   reek texts, 

brought into and translated in Italy after the fall of 

Constantinople in 1453, gained currency through the print 

shops. As copies accumulated and multiplied, ihese texts 

were the means both of distributing and preserving classical 

knowledge. They revived interestpin mathematics, in 
J 

Aristotle's Poetics and-Jogic and in a classical Greek 

understanding of 'the relationship between human beings and 

the natural world. The output of copy was such that 

scholars all over Europe were able tb study the alternative 

constructions of understanding and of ways of relating to 

the world which these texts presented and to use them in 
h- , 4 .  . 
' A  deve+oping new knowledge .- 

Massive expansion of the accessible sources of 

information aided the accumulation of archives of exact and 

detailed records. By standardizing layouts on the page and 

standardizing l.anguage, printed text facilitated ,,. 

<- 

cataloguing, cross-referencing, and indexing, all of which 

assisted processes of textual analysis. Printed'data could 
9 ,  e 



be stored, copied exactly, distributed widely, and used as 

the basis of comparison with other accounts or with other 

kinds of phenomena. Instead o•’ having to rely on correctly 

understanding verbal descriptions, scholars in the physical 

- 
Q and natural sciences and in geography, for example, were 

able to use exactly duplicated versions of maps, charts, 

tables, and diagrams. Both verbal and visual data could be 
d 

replicated easily and checked for accvracy. ~ o i d s  could be 

checked against the actual objects they named to ascertain 

their reflection of the reality. Print made it possible to 

produce detailed a8d precise verbal explanations and both 

visual and verbal descriptions based on actual observation. 

Although exact observation is obviously not dependent on 

print or writing, the development of modern science, Ong 
LI 

(1983) suggests, depended on the uses of print: c 

What ig distinctive of W e r n  science is the 

conjuncture of exact observation and exact . =w 
b 

verbalization; exactly worded descriptidng of * 

. ,  

*carefully observed complex objects. arid 

processes.. . .~echnical'prints and technical I 

verbalization reinforced and inspiked each other. 

The resulting hypervisualized noetic world was 
4 

brand new. (p. 1 2 7 )  

Eisenstein ( 1 9 7 9 )  suggests how difficult it is 'today to .# 

imagine earlier cultures where relatively few persons had 
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ever seen a physically accurate picture of anything (p. 6 4 ) .  

Exacf and detailed observation with'correspondingly exact 

verbal description is one of the ways in which we can sort 

out whatiwe see and think. ,We name and connect and 

establish relations. print set up wholly new opportunities 

and expectations for making such connections and for 

empirical studies of the world. It was only in the 16th 
.? 

century, for instance, that map-makers began to exclude 

Paradise, perhaps because they had come to value empirical 

truth and hqd not been able to asc%qrtain an exact location 
q "  

(Daniell, 1986, p. 153). 

The intellectual tools necessary for rational- 

scientific inquiry had begun to be developed, as we have 

seen, in the interpretive work of medieval scholars. print 
h 

accelerated the potentialities of this work by encouraging 

the standardization o•’ the language that appeared in texts. 

Because the texts could be widely shared and their codes 

agreed upon, linguistic meanings were also standardized. It 

became possible, therefore, and indeed necessary, to 

construct ever-expanding networks of concepts and ideas 

through texts in order to assert the authority of particular 

collections of facts. It was possible thus to create, in 
I/ 

Bruner's phrase, "possible" worlds that existed only 

symbolically and were not tied to an immediate, present, 
9 

concrete context. Expansion of krkwledge'in scie.nce, 



however, did not mean merely a vast accumulation of 

interconnected information and concepts. Although the 

development of rational-scientific knowledge depended on the 

existence of printed texts and on techniques for the 
1 

rearrangement of information in conceptual categories and 

classifications, most crucially, it depended on a new mental 

disposition to search for understanding through logical . 

explanation. 

What had to exist, in addition to a facilitating - 
technology, were an intuitively felt and recognized need and 

an emerging view or theory with which to Jpok at the world . , * 

by means of the technology. Among scientists, the 

characteristics of print may have reinforced but they did 

not produce, for instance, the revolutionary notion that the 

world is intelligible 'and the universe harmonious. That , 

view was reflected in what Bronowski (1978) describes as the 
J"' 

felt sense that Pythagoras' phrase "the music of the, 

spheres" accurately described the harmony in the universe. 
> 

It was apparent in the work of peode like Kepler, who, 

Bronowski (1978) says: "tried to fit the five Platonic . 

solids into the orbits of theqsolar system because he 

naturally felt that all these things-must go together" (p. 
-- 

28); and in-the writing of thinkers like ~arsilio ~icino, . - 
secretary to Cosimo de 'Medici, who sensed that the world -& 

intelligible and w ~ o t e  df the sun that it was "fit" to be 



the centre of'the universe. In 1487, Pico della Mirandola 

argued in his series of theses Of the Disnitv of Man that 

the destiny of human beinps.is not controlled by the 
. . .- I _ 

movement of planets but, unlike other species, human beings 

control themselves and they do so with their minds by means 

of thought. Around 1550, Pomponazzi (cited in Bronowski, 

1978) in his book Of lncantations firmly rejected any kind 

of magic. He says: 

It is quite pobible to justify any exp%rience by 

natural causes and natural causes.only .... There is 
# 

no point in introducing supernatural agents. a t  is 

ridiculous as well as frivolous to abandon the 
* 

evidence of natural reason and to search for 

things that are neither probable nor natural. (p: 

33). 

Such ideas formed the basis of new rational attitudes 

which were able to be expressed and developed by means of 

new technology, the printing press. Supported by 
' I  

.encyclopedic documentation and exact reproduction of 

sources, the scientific disciplines constructed the bases of 

all their various specializations. They created edifices of 

scientific-literate knowledge which have come to depend much 

more on all the resources that the standardizations of print 

could extend to written discourse than on,,the actualities of 

natural or physically observed phenomena. : The process of 



accumulating and verifying scientific knowledge depends on 
. $ 

writing and on print. As Bruno Latour (1983,) succimc,tly 
i ;s i .1 

puts it, "Many things can be .done with . . .pa$er that cannot 

be done with the world" (p ' 226) . The gatherikoo~ 
3 

f 
authority for scientific knowledge is not a* simple matter of 

.* - 
referring to empirical reality. It is aY"m*ter of 

accumulations of data given literate expression. -The 

disciplines have beet built up through accumulations of 

evidence presented in convincing terms. These include 

networks of previously accepted "facts" and concepts which 

gain credence by being incorporated as "givens" in 

subsequent inquiries. Quoting Latour (1987) again, "...a 

fact is what is collectively stabilised from the midst of 

controversies~, [which] ... does not-make it qualitatively 
different from fiction.. . .Each claim comes to the future . 

author with its history, that is with itself plus all the 

papers that did something with it or to it" (p. 42). 
8 

As a discipline, science accepts those findings which 

are constructed and coded accofding' to a clearly defined 

complex of conventions. Scientific texts thus become one of 

the instruments by means of which subsequent scientific 

study can be carried out. Without writing and print, such 

self-contextualized, or at least d i s - C ? i p l i n e - c o n t e x t u a l i z e d  

products, could obviously not exist. What is significant 

about the texts is that they are constitutive of what it 
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means to think in a rational-scientific-conceptual way in 

science. - 

The search for logical explanations based on the 

rational analyses possible through writing was not confined 

to phenomena of the natural world, writing was also used to 

explore, define, and explain the attributes 'of individuals 

and social groups. The 16th and 17th centuries were 

characterized by increasing differentiation of social groups 

by education, occupation, religious and political 

affiliation, and economic status. To the degree that any of' 

these groups was able to define itself in relation to sets 
- .  

of beliefs and practices and in contrast to others, it bas 

able to construct a common perspective and setbthat . 

perspective in critical opposition to others. The more* 
0 

there are of those "others," the greater the potential for 4- 
-, 

critical o~position and for more sharply drawn sel* , 

definitions. 
., 

tx Medieval scholars had brought to their interpretive 

work a common belief that human life shouldi*be entirely 

oriented towards the spiritual yalues of ~hristian faith:. 

In this respect, the medieval,.cul(ural climate was ~ 

homogeneous. Even the challenging. and interpreying of . 
religious texts occurred within the framework of an assume 

and accepted faith. Schzlars exercising their critical 
t 

capacities to produce in3ividual interpretations "shared in 



the power'of texts," to borrow-a phrase from Scholes (1985), 
. , 

but did not create alternatives which could stand as 

opposing explanations of phenomena from a different critical 

perspective. The text produced "against text" stands 

separateVas h new constxuction, recontextualizing knowledge 

and-\hue exhibiting and representing it in new ways or new 
- 

forms4 according to new classifications and arrangements. 
'a 

The feminist world view in our own time, for instance, has 

generatLd considerable critical, work and the production of 
r 

"texts against textsw--new explanations and new metaphors 
* 

which offer ways of'undorstanding our shared social 
w 

experience that are alternatives to the explanations of 
-" 

patriarchy. In the period which includes the Renaissance, 

the Scientific Revolution, and the Reformation, critical, 

explanatory discourse of that kind was able to arise when 

alternatives to the traditional Christian world view had 

been sufficiently conceptualized and articulated. 
&. - 

The traditional Christian view was challenged when 

mathematicians and scientists rejected m ~ q i ~ i n  favour of 

empirical ~vidence and cause-effect relations as means of 

explaining natural phenomena. No less subject to criti'cal 
I 

scrutiny than the natural world, religious texts' ueke ' - =, 

equally the object of new theory and new perceptions. The 
%. 

alternative texts which became available through printing, 

suggests Eisenstein, were both a prerequisite for and an 



6 J aspect in the Lutheran'revolt. lWhen L ther translated-rn 
fl 

B2ble into G e m ,  he gave people a chance to read,ths 
-3 3 I 

scripture for themselves which meait making geese of it for . 

thkmpelves. Churchmen we1,comed the increased access to 
4 

~ibles hnda other reigious tracts that brinting affqrded 
i 

them and their pari,shioners. The technology was viewed as a -- 
4 ~ "God-given weaponW,by Christian leaders who sought to siet ' 

their perspectives against those of the ~uslim Turks <and , 

attempt.to convert or ovekcome .them. The presence of the 
. 

. text, however, also changed relitions between the priest and 

his parish. As -was the cake in the spiritual practice of. 
8 

the medieval.heretics, the text interposed itself as an. 

alternative means through which the faithful might 

understand and reach God. a 

*. 

uncertainty was compounded by the existence and B, 

distribution of polyglot editions' of the Bible. As these . , 

became more available and more closely studied, it became 

, .  more difficult 'to determine what might be the literal truth 
* . .  

-9 

of the gospel.. The disso'riance created by alternative 

6ersi;ns of a teft once thought of as the divine, 

unalterable'word of God, led not only to frightened 

rebellion and the forming of new re1igi.o~~ communities, but 

also ,to thoughtful inquiry. It fostered, if not demanded, 

critica1,attitudes. As Smith (1986), describes it: "Where 

knowledge had been a matter of search, it became a matter 
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B 

for research" (p. 177). A tradition of research was - .  

established in both science and religion. It led to 
/ - 5  .* - -. , e  + . - .. 

increasinq differentiation of areas of inquiry in science;. 

and of practices and beliefs in religion. 

The progressive differentiation of the external world , 

by science was matched by progressive differentiation of 

social groups and eventually of the individual. Inquiry 
I 

into social groups and their characteristics reflected both- 

' 
the actual increased social diversity of those groups and a b 

' .  . , 

new awareness of the diversity. Individuals were led to 

perceive themselves and were perceived as members of social 

groups and what was appropriate for one group was not 

appropriate for alp, in work, social relations, or religious 

observances. Anne Ferry (1984) comments, for instance, that 

>whereas in'the early 16th century prayers were 

differentiated according to occasions and spiritual 

circums$ances, by the middle of the century Thomas Becon's 

prayer book "separates prayers according to the status of 

the petitioners: magistrates, clergy, subjects, masters, 

servants..." (p.38) and so forth. Further exemplifying the 

search for definitions of relations was the range of books 

available in the 16th century that fall into the category of 

memoirs and handbooks fdi individuals to consult about 

appropriate ways to-behave and think. The Books of 

Improvement which appeared during this period address 



themselves to parttcu'lar groups. They include manuals of 

conversation, ~hristian~'dictionaries which "not only 

outlined the ultimate ideals of Christian life but also 

prescribed detailed rules.for the individual's conduct" 

(Barbu, 1960,;.p. 197), and-books of behaviour such as The 

Complete Gentleman by Henry Peacham which, according to, L. 
- 

Wright (cited in Barbu, 1960), emphasized "the cultivation 

of the qualities that make the gentleman an accomplished 

versatile personality, as well as a capable servant bf the 

state" (p, 196). The individual was systematically guided 
6 . 4  

in haw to conduct the common events of life and to confopn 
I * 

with what was appropriate. . .from the 16th century onward,' 

groups used the printing press to produce and distribute 

texts which constructed explicit interpretations and 
? 

explanations of their perspectives and 'wkys of 

understanding. Such texts provided a mirror into which 

individuals could lopk for def initiod o'f themselves a? 

members o f  a group. Stories oP inc#ivcdual lives, for 

instance, tendgd to describe activities and expe~iences . 

which revealed the public self as an-example that 
h 

illustrated truths and principJe, of ten those embodied in 

proverbs or the Bible. The individual life written about 
,. 3 ;t. 

thus served as an instance of categotiea*of sdially 
- 9 .  - * 

approved and acknowledged behaviour-and-beliefs? By 

detaching their theories about the workd from action in it, 
"s 



these social groups could also study themselvks,'in'the 

broadest sense, in relation to others. They thereby 

objectified themselves and their experience and created 

opportunities for reassembling and thus transforming it in 

their consciousness. The texts served therefore, as means, 

something to think with about the self, to make sense with. 

One of the characteristics associated with Western 

literate culture is the development of individual - 
consciousness. "The evolition of co~sciousness throughout 

human history is marked," says.Ong (1983), "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" (p. 178) . Those communal structures offer the 

individual sets of interests, beliefs and values and what 
I i 

Barbu ( 1960 ) --te&ts a "type of merital organisation 

characteristic of their histofical period" (p. ) In his 

historical account, Richard Coe describes the emergence of 

autobiography as the expression ~f :developed, not theref ore 

essential or intrinsic, self-awareness of indi3iduality. 

The articulation of the interior self, which constitutes a 

type oy mental organization, is enabled, according to Coe 

(1984), by communal structures which have developed the 

social ideals of democracy and equality. "In feudal, 

hierarchical or tribal societies...tk individual: - -  ' 
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adult...derives his significance in the majority of 

instances not from his own qualities, still less from his 

own 'uniqueness' as an identity, but rather from his family, - - 

his class, hisX&otem, or the deeds of his remoter ancestors" i 

The essays of Montaigne were a step toward the 

articulation of the interior self, in the sense that they 

marked the defining of individual experience within the 

common. Montaigne is not the first person known to have 

paid attention to his inner self. Augustine's confessions 

(399 A.D.) were a candid exploration of his childhood and 
b 

personal life not matched in any lityeratureTthat survives . -, 

I * .  

until the memoirraf Benvenuto Cellini (1558-*66). But the 
%P f 

form through which Montaigne thought and comanicated was 

one which has become the standard for humanist scholarship-- 
. - . . 

, . . . . ,  

the essay. The essay is a test of ideas. Its discourse 

proceeds from the assumption that displaying a line of 

thinking and arguing an idea by always looking at the other 

side of every question will assist in approaching truth. A 

The truth, according to Montaigne, could only be truth as , 

realized by a detached and disciplined yet intensely 

personal and emotionally involved consciousnesk. - He matched 

the explanations and theories he identified in his society 

against the explicitly expressed text of his own experience. 

Although Montaigne wrote about himself and asserted the 
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bound to the exact reproduction of verbal thought in ' 
visible, sound-able words on a page= intent to 

. . rationalize, which was a feature of intellectual inquiry 

throughout the 17th century, fostered distance and 

- detachment and allowedPconceptual ldevelopment of a mental 

1 life that seemed to be distinct from and differentiated from 
^p - I the emotional and phyoical. Being human came to be equated 

< with being rational; being rational was associated with the 

* exercise of '6ners mental faculties in isolation from one's 

body. 

Throughout the 17th to 19th centuries, human experience 

continued to be rationalized and defined as forms of writing 

and kinds of publications proliferated. The impetus which 

the printing press had'given to the development of new modes 

of inquiry and new concepts, did not immediately lead, 
P' 

however, to the development of new genres of literary 

expression, to the departure from Latin as the language of . - . 
. international scholarship, nor to a monolithic and universal 

literacy. Of nearly 6000 books in the Bodleian ~ibrary in . 
1605, for instance, only 36 were in ~n~li'sh. Apart from 

commercial records, which greatly increased and did take new 

forms, nearly half the books printed in ~ngland were 

religious up until about 1640 (Thomas, 1986). 



The range o.f literate competencies, however, with 
L A 

respect to the scripts and languages used as well as to. the 
- .  

forms of discourse, appears to have been quite as disparate 

and, according to Eisenstein, quite as subject to the 

demands of the market place as it is at present in our own 

culture. A hierarchy of reading and writing skills was 

apparent in the Tudor and early Stuart,periods in England. 

At its base was the ability to read the printed word; next, 

the ability to read and write written script; and finaJly, 

the highest level, knowledge of Latin--the language of L 

internatjonal scholarshipfL law, niedicine, and 

administration. A person who could read the two.most common 

forms of type in printed documents might be quite incapable 

of deciphering handwritten script. Only those 

who could write it were able to read it. And, fairly 

obviously, only those who knew Latin had access to 

scholarship and professional knowledge. "Early modern 

England, therefore, was a 'partially literate society' 

(Cressy 1980:17) in which there coexisted people living at 

very different levels of intellectual sophistication" says 

~ h o m a g  (1986, p. 103). 

Yet that sophistication was not exclusively related to 

levels of literacy defined in simple terms as,ability to 

read and write. Thomas points out evidence from a variety 

of sources indicating that people in technical and 



- ,  

administrative occupatiofis, occupations .that would seem to 

require high ability--mayors, gov rs zf grammar '$chools, 
. -7 

5 

businessmen, politicians, artists and mechanics--were 

successful and competent though unable to read and write. 

In the political %nd religious &heavals of the 17th century 

"the written word had been extensively employed to influence 
. . 

public opinion, and every public controversy was accompanied 

by printed propaganda" (p., 112). Nonetheless, Thomas also 

observes that the technical skills of reading and writing - 

were not. a condition of participation in the controversy. 

Illiteracy was as closely associated with religious Non- 

conformity and political activism as literacy. 

Although it is not possible $0 say precisely how many 

people could read and Vte , the numbers appear to have' 
d 

increased dramatically between 1650 and 1750 in England and 
a 

Europe. Only 25% of males are estimated to have been 

literate in Scotland in 1643, but that number had risen to 
* 

78% a century later. In the religious diaries of 141 17th 

century men, Spufford (1979) found detailed accounts of 

educational practice which showed that people of ail 1 

6 a occupational levels came into contact with print and th,at 

many people were able to read but not write [cited in 

P Kaestle, 1985, p. 24). No doubt the increasing use of e 

vernacular languages, even by scholars, both responded to 

and created demand for more widespread ability to read. 



Expansion in trade also created a need for literacy. More 
). -. . -. 

open sea navigation, for instance, meant a need for more 

literate sea-men. "Hap-making,-clock-making, and the 

manufacturing of precision instruments rested on a growing 

, C. supply of literate' craftsmen" (CipolLa, 1969, p. 4 9 ) .  
\ . .  

. . . . 
- While it may be true, as ~homas argyes, that 

- .  
individuals could compensate for their own lack of skills by 

)r 

% 

seeking help from others and thereby not be "cut off from 
" - 

the culture of the written word" (p. 107), practical utility 

3 demanded as it does today that peaple become what we now 

call "functionally literate," that is, acquire some 

rudimentary skills which would epable then to-do their jobs- 

-fill out -- forms,-decipher - accounts, record purchases and so 

on. Illiterate businessmen not only ran the risk of being - 

cheated, but also had more difficulty functioning in an 

expanding ma,rket economy. It was also the case that as jobs 

became more specialized and technical and as the variety of 

reading matter greatly expanded, being literate increasingly 

meant being -able to read i.nd write for oneself, at least at 

some level or in some contexts. 

The period from the 17thqcentury down to the present, 
: , : ,> 

'indeed, is characterized by widespread literacy and highly 

differentiated texts, by highly differentiated applications 
k 

of writing and uses of literacy and, consequently, by a 

broader spectrum of literate activities and capacities. 
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Within this spectrum are those activities which opened a 
* ,  

== 

path toward high-literacy: the accumulation and developpent 

of disciplinary knowledge in rational-abstract-conceptual- 

scientific forms.and-'tke articulation of individual 
,% .. 

consciousness in literary forms,' as exemplified respectively 
I 

1 . 
in specialized scholarly and literary texts whose common , 

general purpose is to reveal and explain the culture and its 
d 

members to themselves. .- 
The othet literate activities-%n the spectrum include 

all those forms of recording and documenting which catalogue 

and describe a society's socio-political and economic life 

and whiqh maintain and support that+life. These tektual 
c-2 

1- - . - 
C . ' 

forms serve principally to comrpm-iicate ideas and information 

for use within and across groups of readers and are factual- 

documentary in character. In contrast to the relatively 

transient value assigned to the factual-docurnentary,texts, 
rn \ 

the literary-scholarly have been given an authoritative and . 

permanent status in the culture. But factual-documentary 

texts, particularly the journals and periodicals of the 17th 

and 18th centuries, offer very interesting insights into the 

development of literate attitudes. They are described in 

some detail below because they served to establish new 

relations between readers and writers. They reveal patterns 

of interaction among readers, writers and texts which 

contributed to the making of a culture dominated by literate 



forms of-exQ~ession.& Such patterns also underlay the 

developmekc'of knowigdge in the sciences and humanitie-s 
I . .  I. 

. , - _ 
albeit with a,n important dif ferefice r -  jn the disciplines, 

discussion and critical analysis commonly. appeared only as 

written discourse. The circula~ion of texts and ideas was 

,thus in them less deniocrat'ic. The development of periodical 

literature further also very clearly demonstrates the ways 

in which writing was used to reconceptualize social 
B 

realities and to dbnstract alternative ways of perceiving 
. :  / 

and understanding *t$em. 

The intellectual activity that in the early days of the 

printing press centred in the print shops shifted, in the 

17th century, to coffeehouses and salons. Individual 

coffeehouses tended to- be- frg&ented by people who were of 1 

0 .  

like mind politically or who were members of the same 

profession. Sofi the poets and critics went to one venue, 
P 

clergy to another, scholars and academicians kept each other 

company, and Tories and Whigs kept their haufits separate. 

In lively conversati8n, the issues of the day were 

discussed, argued and clarified. "By the 1690'sq, the 

English postal service, the London coffee houses, 'and the 
e 

new periodicals had combined to form a widening network of 

public discourse" (p. 25). .Two features of that discourse 

have particular relevance for' this illustration: the 

circulation of material to read and the interchangeable 



r6l'es of readers and wr&ers. L 
' 7 ,  

* -4 

The notipn of "circulation" is a metaphor for the , , 
% .  

connections and chains of communication along which flow 

language and ideas. It was used by Arthur Young in Travels 

in France and for him it meant "an intricately prepared 

system of channeis through which people, things or wrlting ' *  

connect'and move. Its economic and physiologicgl senses 

always ad her^ to its use to describe patterns of reading and 
I + 

writing. Circulation secretes the re,ading habit from every 
- 

pore" (p. 32). The periodical constituted such a. channel in 

the system of circulation. It "represented a me-ans of idea 
1 

exchange not restricted, as were' treatises in Latin or 

scientific essays,* to a very limited audience, but 
L _ -  

accessible tg a brQad cross-section of the population. 

Literate practices during this period were not 

homologous with social class and power. pPeople,were brought 
- .  4 

together as readers and writers with c'6aunon interests which 
_C 

in the journal superseded their social class differences. 

Klancher cites as an example the audiehce of "gentl&meriW for 

Gentleman's Masazine who were constituted not only from the . 

class of landed gentry but as well from among the upper 

clergy, professionals, well-educated manufacturers and - 

merchants. The periodical~functioned, says Klancher, to 

bring together people of different social rank and develop 

among them some shared values and attitudes. The audience 



.%, 1 7 7  

for' a par;ticular periodical was thus formed into a new kind 

of community typically ba~gd on their work intzrests. The , 

- 

. . style and format of-the publication was adapted to fit its . 

particular audience. 

8 '  1 '  

<<? But the periddical was not so much a vehicle carrying 

s to that audience as a framework within which 
& 

activities of reading and writing were carried out and which 

was contoured by what Klancher (1987) calls a "hahitual 

energy, a mode of reception4and comprehension': (pi 3 3 ) .  

Circulation was thus a transforming, interactive process. 

Cohesiven s s  in the connections was continually reinforced. 7 
\ " E ~ c S  journal offered itself as a tightly knit community of 

- I  

readers and writers who revolve between reading roles and 

writing roles" (p. 18). All readers were potential writers 

or performers and in that role &her.e %as a sense of their 
8 

3 \ 

submitting themielves to an a;dience like themselves far 
P 

their rational, critical response. ~ere'ly to read was not 

tb participate in the life of the journil. wEiting, in this 

context, appeared tq'be both democratic and communal, "the 
? 

very opposite, the Bee argues, of clerical language, that 

dictato'rial discourse cast down from-:the pulpit" (Klancher, 

p. 23). wot, of course, that it could be democratic in the 

sense sf open,to absolutely anyone. The most basic 

requirement of that was missing--universal literacy. But it 

was open to those who had the technical skills and who 
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pel)ceived themselves to be part of the community to whom and 

for whom the periodical spoke. 

The periodical appears at this time to have been 
- -  

democratic, not only in its communality, but also in its 

tendency to widen the circle of its readership in what 

Klancher calls the previously "anonymous marketplace." The 

periodical created a shared language and style. The readers 

as participants in its creation identified with it and . 

further, took it as their reflection and representation. ' , ~ r  

The periodical thus described and defin,ed its readers to 

themselves and had a "colonizing" function in bringing in 

other readers who assimilated its definitions into their own 

self-perception. "Ad1 works of the mind contain within 

themselves the image of the readerszfot.whom they are 
- -,- i 

intended, "  artr re has remarked. conversely, readers in some 

measure may become the image reflected to thim or ,by 

identifying the misperceptions, reshape the image by 

rewriting it in a closer likeness. "~ence the periodical 
, * 

&iter both names and colonizes the sdcial-group to whom ha 
r 

writes, drawing ihto the public those still unincorporated . * '  

into the universe of public discourse" (Klancher, 1987,, p ,  ' 
2 5 ) .  The periodical created a social world which did not 

yet exist but which could be imagined and thus engendered 
, 

into existence by those who were able to participate in its 

production. 



What literacy meant in this context of 
,' ._:  : 

+ : .  
\ .. - 

readin(-writing roles included use of the kinds of 'iscourse 
. . 

being developed in the periodical and equally importantly 
U I 

the adoption of attitudes'about the use3 of reading and 
, , 

writing. In the Middle ~ges,' dialogue- appears to have 
. - 

occurred orally, with the tsxt'as the embodied knowledgeA 

,being,interpreted in-communities of readers. By -the 17th 

century, dialogue appears.to have occurred by means of and 

wikhin texts, in addition to any interpret'ive oral 

discussion~which arose ouk of (he cofitents of the texts. 

Sartre' s ( 19 8 8 ) .  observation that "One read because hi cquld 

I * .  
, write; with a little luck he might have been able to write 

what he read" (p. 8 6 )  conjpres up images of an idyli of - ' 
r literate, exchange in which- 811 who had the tethGical skills 

.were assumed an& expected to have a voice; everyone was a 
- ,  

( .  I subject, an actor as well as spectator. 
% .  i 

 he language of that discourse was intended and needed 

to be essentially transparent to any reader. The intimacy 

of the reader-~riter relationship, however, encountered a 
i 

dramatic challenge at the end of the 18th century when the 

French Revolution stirred up passionate feelings and fierce 

conflict of opinion in England. The intense debate* 

generated a lively network of radical "corresponding 

societies" which met in London taverns and in the pages of 

pamphlets and periodicals. Thomas Paine's The Riqhts of 
d 
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Man, for instance, is estimated to have reached about 

200,000 readers and to have injected a political "style of 

thinking and expression different to what had been customary 

in England" (Chambers, cited in Klancher, 1987, p. 27). 
- 3  

political upheaval and ~ublic reaction and perceptions 

expressed in written forms transformed the relation between 

writers and readers. In the 17th century, the periodical 

served as a new medium of social discourse. It fostered 
9- 

self-conscious awareness among its participants of 

themselves as members of a   articular audience but was able 
at the same time to assimilate others. After 1790, reading 

- audiences as social groups became more highly differentigted 
5 

from each other. Their individual character was defined .by' + 

the ways in which they were dLstinguished 'from others. 

Reading audiences constituted new cultural groups with , 

consequent cultural boundaries which, claims Klancher, "were 

imagined first of all in texts" (p. 44). The relative 

cbhesiveness of the active 17th century reading audience 

had, however, disintegrated by the early 19th century.. 

With readers who are no longer potential writers* 

but now only consumers, the Bee's communal 

exchange of reading and writing in the texts - 
alternate society has vanished. The ~etro~olitan 

acknowledges the now distanced reader as an 4 
embodied historical process. ( K l a n c h e r ,  1987, p. 



Language became a commodity in the most mundane sense. 
, . 6. 

As writers became 'distanced from readers, they increasingly 

saw their function as representing audiencesr to themselves, 

of being mirrors an6thus having-power to influence the 

self-imabe of that audience and indeed their attitldes, 
7 

values and behaviour. Writers felt they were addressing 
1 

,i i 
\ 

readers in a direct; personal way. " The respafise pf the , , 
' I 

audience, unseen and'unheard, had to be imagined dbd* '---, 
' . 

anticipated by the writer, at least in part 'if he or she' was 
n 1 

to communicate. What this implies is an identiEying of 

writer and reader and, conversely, reader with.\writer%. 

through the text. At the paint when what is written is 
\ - .  _ /  

taken a further step and is assumed to be pa"ralle1-to . if . not 
i - 

equated with experience, and when individual and social 
+ .  

4 

experience to a significant degree are mediated by writing, 

the technology of writing can be said, in Ong's terms, to he 

fully interiorized. , 

5 
4 

Conclusion -. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to trace the 
' 

development of writing and a literate tradition in Western 

culture by examining the meaning and uses of Literacy within 

socio-historical contexts. Those contexts have 

illust'rated how written texts have become means of making 



sense of the world and shown the relationship between kinds 

of thinking and kinds of texts. Writing, we have seen, has 

been the essential technology in the construction of 
, . 

rationa'l-scientif ic-conceptual knowledge. The historical 

record reveals that through various forms of written 

expression, Western culture built vehicles for thought and 

understanding which have come to dominate and inevitably 

bias our perceptions. "How Ge rue is how we 

construct, " as Ann -Berthof f ($19 says. As the kinds of 
I 

critical-ana'ytic thinking achieved through writing permeate . 

practices and affect beliefs in the culture, they becdme 

part of how the mind thinks and thus construes and thua 

constructs. 

The legacy of writing in Western culture is comprised 

of sets of understandings which are consthtuted\by-texts. 

These sets ofq understandings have been developed in response 

, to a complex of interacting factors and must be recognized 
1 

as historically achieved and particular to their historical 

contexts. They are not, therefore, merely outcomes of the 

technology of writing. They are outcomes of the technology 

as used by particular individuals and groups of people for 

particular purposes in particular contexts. Written texts, 

moreover, need to be conceived as means or techniques or 

strategies. They are not merely archives to be consulted or 

substitutes for human memory. Those original uses have not 



disappeared, of course, but have been extended and expanded' 
- 

as texts themselves became more available, more standardized 

and more depended upon and people learned new ways to read 

and use them. 
i 

Conceived as means, texts and the making of them is a 

process of rethinking, reconceptgaPizing, and rearranging 

the world we five in. They are an instrument with which we 

have and may transfbrrh,the culture we inherit and the" 

conditions into which we are socializedi Frdin the 

historical record, we can infer that once such.properties as 

trutn, 'knowledge and rationality are a&ached to the written 
. - -  1 . , 

word, ';,texts are used to mqke sense of the world as it 1s- 
T - 

known in the present; they'therefore necessarily undergo 

constant changes in their forms or genres, in their patterns 

of organization of ideas and in the concepts they elaborate 

and constitute. They are used to enable thinking and to 

affect thinking. The notion of preserved in text and of 
? , . 

texts as static distorts the value of texts as constructions 
_ i '  

that live in the literate imagination, accessible for 
I 

present and future acts of creating and constructing 

alternative views of human experience. 

At no time over the long period surveyed here, however, 

could use of the skills of reading and writing be described 

in monolithic terms.. .Nor was the literacy resulting from 

their use either experienced or expressed uniformly. It was' 



always possible to locate literate capacities within 

particular and thus differing contexts and to characterize 
* ~ 

them by reference to attributes of those contexts. The . . 
i 

achievement of creative, constructive, critical literacy is 
, I .  , 

one of the outrosles' af the application of the technology of 

I writing. ~ i k e  other uses of literacy, it 'occurred in 

4 
particular contexts and is associated with particular , 

purpose's and practices. How purposes and practices are 

differentiated and how they affect the nature of literacy 
. . 

. e 
" 

has been a matter of some consequence to sociologists. F t  
9 

will be task of t& next chapter to e~amine the ways in 
- - 

b 
- ,  

whieh social~contexts affect the-way literate forms of , 
d 

expression.are used-and how those uges in turn affect the 
* 

meaning and value of literacy to particular groups. 

> id .. 
I; f ' f  

, , r 7  

* ?  * - .  - ,  
-4 

I 
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Chapter Five 

Sociolosical Perspectives . - 
on the Development of Literacy + 

Introduction 
b 

The previous chapter traced the evolving uses and 

perceptions of writing in Western culture. As' a 

technological innovation,-writing was a useful substitute 

for face to face communication and made possible constantly . 

expanding networks for sharing .information and ideas across 

time and space. Over time, wfiting increasingly served 
3 

intellectual purposest ,it was exploited as a means both of 

articulating the world and of kking sense of it throuq~ 

rational analysis and textual interpretati u Literacy i 

emerged as a distinctive means of comprehending and relatingc - '  

to the world. .%xts of many kinds came.to dominate the ways 

of mediating, perceiving and interpreting relationships 

between human beings and their naiural and social worlds. 

They were, simultaneously, a means by which all aspects of 

that culture could be perpetually examined, articulated ih 

greater and greater.detai1, rethought and transformed. 
+ - 

. . 
Through writing, therefore, were,ac'hieved habits of mind and 

- 
social practice which are constitutive of a constructive, 

d 

critical literacy serving speculative as well as archival 

and documentary purposes. 

Sociologists and some social historians take issue 



with such descriptions of the development of literacy on the 

grounds that they impute causal attributes to literacy. 
". . 

I. 

What literacy is and what effects it may have, they argue, - - 
4' 
are not inherent in the technologies of writing. I&,is, 

w -  & 

21, 

rather, the social contexts for the development of literacy, 
z 9 

contexts which include the existing economic and political 

conditions controlling access to and use of the skills of 
. . .. - 

reading and writing, as well as establi~hed traditions, 

habits, and beliefs about language'use, which determincthe 

nature and effects of literacy in a culture. Whatever a 

particular historical account may suggest about th;' 54. - 
' *  

capacities writing appears to have released-in Western 
-- 

culture, questions will still need, to be answered therefore 

about their meaning and generalizability a&ross the spsctrum 

-. of social groups in that broadly "literate" culture. 
6 

In the previous chapter,'we saw that Bt every period of 
J 

maj&r Transition in the uses and perception&-ofj writing, the 
4" 

effects were not experienced either corisistebgly or 
t" " 

identically by g r v s  or individuals in the culture. The 
z ' -  

historical record5thus fully supports'the sociological 

argument that writing cannot be treated as a causal variable . 

,. ' 

which operates irrespective of particular complexes of . 

social factors. At the same time, that record seems to 
- -- 

support the claim that the development of literacy has both 

coincided with and contributed to the development of Western 



thought and culture. As we examine'the sociological 

perspectives, we need somehow to resolve the unnecessary 

opposition which has been created by competing ciaims about 

causal factors. Sociologists have tended to substitute 

socio-political influences for what is termed the "literacy 

hypothesis" as the explanation of cultural differences. 

Instead, we might structure the argument differentIy to 

express a perhaps more accurate and more viable relation. 

An historical claim for the role of literacy in the 

development of thought and culture still leaves unanswered 

the further question: How do social conditions affect the 
6 

nature of literacy? If we approach the dominant 

sociological perspectives as responses to that question, we 
- 

can then consider the implications that follow from the 

evidence they offer. .Does it lead us (a) to rethink the 

.relation between constructive, critical literacy and writing 

and (b) to conceptualize literacy to accommodate the various 

social purposes for which w r i t M a n $  k e x t s  are in fact. 

used? 

In this chapter, therefore, we investigate challen k s 
- -  to the literacy hypothesis and studies of the e 

literacy among differing social groups withi 

literate culture. The accounts of anthropol gists among i. 
non-literate people demonstrated, among othe things, that \ 
we cannot explain differences in thbught in 4 e m s  of 

\ 
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themselves a product of social values and conditions, 
< 

including levels of access to texts. 

-The claims associ 

labelled the "literacy 

Graff. As Graff ( 1 9 8 8  

literacy has been 

ated with the literacy hypothesis are 

myth" by social historian, Harvey 

) describes it, the myth is that: 
- d" 

intimately tied to post_ 

Enlightenment, "liberal" social theories and 

expectations of the role of literacy and schooling 

ln socioeconomic development, social order, and 

individual progress ... Writings about the imputed 
"consequences," "implications," or "concomitants" 

of literacy have assigned to literacy's 

acquisition a t~uly daunting number of cognitive, 
,.+A, 

affective, behavioral, and attitudinal effects. 

These characteristics usually include attitudes - 
ranging from empathy, innovativeness, achievement- 

orientation, "cosmopoliteness," information-and 

media-awareness, national identification, 
- 

technological acceptance, rationality, and 

commitment to democracy, to opportunism, linearity 

of thought and behaviour, or urban residence" (pp. 

8 2 - 8 3 ) .  
Y-J 

It is partly a consequence of associating literacy with 

such a broad range of characteristics, argue Brian Street 

( 1 9 8 4 )  and Graff, that a great variety of agencies all over 



the world have embarked upon literacy programs. These 

agencies work at local, national and international levels 

and represent a broad range of political, religious and 

economic interests. Their programs both assume and proclaim 

that literacy will enhance the economic and political life 

of the state and the intellectual life of the individual and 

that literacy will lead to modernization,' social mobility, 

prosperity and progress. The model that serves as a 

reference point has, of course, been constructed of certain 
B 

features of industrialized Western r culture. 

Street, in his book, Literacy in Theory and Practice, 
H 

argues directl'y against views that predictable effects 

follow from inqerent characteristics of literacy. He claims 

that programs which equate mastery of the skills of reading 

and writing with those effects are treatingb-thetechnology 

of literacy as an agent i n  a social process. Within the 

collective term of technology, St,r.eet recognizes the 

material and technical aspects of writing. The "material" 

aspects include the physical equipment used in writing or 

printing--pens, parchment, printing presses, and so forth. 

The "technical" aspects include textual forms with their 

distinguishing conventions and the reading and writing 

skills needed for theicmastery. Both material and 

technics1 aspects are essential constituents of literacy 

but, says Street ( 1 9 8 4 ) ,  "we cannot predict the social 



concomitants of a given literacy practice from a description 

of the particular technological concomitants" (p. 9 7 ) .  

The technological concomitants have comprised a great 
d 

variety of materials over the centuries. Surfaces for 
<'. .@ *: 

writing on have rangedirrom wet clay, scqped animal skins, 
5 

wax tablets, and tree bark through paper bs electronic 

screens; tools for inscribing include pen knives, goose 

quills, brushes, the printing press, typewriters, and 

keyboards. Many, of the early tools required expertise 

possessed by only a few people, so the act of writing, as we 

saw was the case through the Middle Ages, was often separate 

from the.act of composing. "Writing,'" as Clanchy ( 1 9 7 9 )  

says, "was certainly seen as an act of endurance in which 
;i 

'the whole body,&&abours' " ( p .  9 9 ) .  4 - ,- 
C - 

Although the tools clearl~-affect~$ thh speed with 
- ,A? 

which someone couId write and ,thus the aqbunt one individual 
g w  . 

d might produce, Street argues that other factors determined 

their effect on the developm&fit~of literacy. He cites 

Clanchy's observation that quill pens were so expensive in 

medieval England their use was restricted to those who could 

afford them. Although the printing press is commonly . 

associated with the spread of literacy and thus with the 

outcomes claimed in the autonomous model, Street reminds us 

that in Fiji the printing press was used by missionaries to 

control the kinds of knowledge disseminated. Similarly in 



- . TI - A  

, France, atcording to Cressy, was the printinl)L@ress used to 
-I 

.)I 

control the "unlettered masses." The material9 available, 

in other words, indicate neither the purpose nor function of -. 
g 

the literacy. 

The technical aspects of literacy irklade the forms of 

literate products and the skills of reading and writing. 

Street argues that neither the characteristics of the forms 

nor the effects of the decoding-skills of reuading and 

writing are inherent to literacy. Two of the f~rmal p 

characteristics heLsingles out for attention are the fixity 
' . '  

and explicitness of written language. As noted in previous 

chapters, an outcome of the fixity of writing is that 

documents can be subject to more precise critical reflection 
. . 

than is possible with speech. Two versions of documents can 

be placed alongside each other, for instance, and compared 

for accuracy. W-hile not denying the obvious.--that visual 
>*  7 ( 

F 

scanning of a text affords a more precise basis of 

comparison than dependence on memory--Street points to the .+-& 
~ 

early medieval custom of requiring spoken oaths and living 

witnesses to confirm the truth of written documents. The :- I.. 

fact that documents can be compared becomes significant, 

therefore, only when those making the comparison treat 

documents as the site of truth. Such beliefs are decided 

socially, he says, not by the characteristics of the 

technology. They are "a product of their own society's 



ideology of literacy" (1984, p. 117). 

A second characteristic of certain literate forms is 

their tendency t~~explicitn'ess. Goody suggested that 

explicitness in writing produces language which can be 

understood and interpreted outside its context of use. Such 

a feature makes it, in a sense, context and culture-free, 
d 

since written digcourse, as distinct from written lists, 

must incorporate its own context to a significant degree, 

particularly when writing to distant and public audiences. 

Street argues that such claims impute to-literacy an 

intrinsic capacity for decontextualized thought and thus 

intellectual advances. In fact, he says, explicitness is 

merely a convent.ion, culturalLy developed to meet the needs 

of particular social structures. Explicitness is not 

intrinsi'c to the medium. For evidence, he compares the 

cjiffering degrees of explicitness required of personal 
4 

letters and academic articles. In the former, much 

contextual information can be omitted because it will be 
iQ 

common to both writer and read&r; in the latter, extensive 

contextual detail may be required in order that the audience 
F - 

k 

unknown to the writer is able to understand what is being 

. .  ' said. It is the functions the writing is to serve and the 

needs- of users that determine its characteristics and in 
b 

terms of which the characteristics are best understood. "To ,. 
take litera& out ve& context that enabled it to 

i 'j 
I h 
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develop explicitness ... is to reify the technical aspects of- 
a more complex and integrated practice" says Street (1984, 

p. 89). - 
The ability to read and write any kinds of texts 

presupposes the acquisition. of certain skills. In writing, 

the sounds of words must be converted into the symbols of an 

alphabet and, in reading, the task is reversed, the symbols 
S 

are converted into sounds. The acquisition of these skills, - 
however, does not lead necessarily to any particular 

cognitive competencies, either in the individual or inrthe 

culture. The example of literacy in Greece must be taken as * 
a special case, he says, and the forms and consequences of 

Greek literacy'.perceived as arising from that particular 

cultural context. He notes, for instance, that the 

characteristics of classical Greek historical sensibility 

and objectivity, as evidenced in the shift from myth to 

history and attributed by Goody to the powers which literacy 

released, were unlikely to have been shared generally 

throughout the society, were probably confined to scholars, 
- 

and anyway are unprovable. 

He cites, by way.of support for his skepticism, an 
. . 

analysis by Ellen and Heal Wood (1978) of Greek political 

and historical writing. The Woods offer a new 

interpretation, of Socratic political thought, describing it 

as "an intellectually' sophisticated and ingenious 



gjustification for counter-revolution in democracy and the 

maintenance of the status quo in oligarchy" (p. 56). By 
i 

relating that'political theory to the social contexts in 

which it was written, the Woods "try to establish that their 

political theories .are essentiallypartisan in origin, and 

ideological in content" (p, 56). In so doing, they then - 

conclude that later classicists uncritically accepted the 

Greek historians' claims to objectivity, not on account of 

inherent textual qualities but more from social class 

sympathy since similar problems of social change 

characterized their own society. The differentiating of - .  
myth from history on the basis of history's "objectivity" is 

thus undermined along with claims that literacy is the hinge 

on which the differentiation depends. Street makes the , 

further comment that technology cannot account for the kinds 

of challenges to received opinion that were made by Greek 

historians. "The conditions in which this challenge become ' 

significant are social ones rather than 'technological' ... 
An analysis ... would involve study of political and 
ideological structures rather than technologies" (p. 56). 

Street's argument is appropriately aimed at simplistic 

notions that the introduction of a technology will bring 

about specific kinds of change. He draws our attention to 

the historical fact that existing institutions and practices 

assimilated writing technology and used it for their own 



purposes. None o.E his argument runs counter to what we' havet 
- 6 ,  

seen from the historical record. Srt seems extremely likely. 

0 that social class sympathy has a great deal to do with 

acceptance of views aAd that a new sensibility:'b restricted 
-. 

to particular social groups. In an examination of effects 

of a technology, however, we are considering what has been 
0 

accomplished with it and thus what we have inherited. 

Perhaps because he constructs hzs argument in Peaction to an 
I 

autonomous model of literacy, - street tends to underestimate 
the influence of technology. In his view, technological 

characteristics and competencies are of little consequence 

as predictors of the flow of influence of literate forms and 

prac,tices in social contexts. It would seem difficult to 

deny, however, that rapid social and economic change are 

made possible by technological advances in communication and 

that societies which wish to gain access to written - 
. -. 

information they have not themselves developed must acquire 

the requisite skills. As John Oxenham (1980) notes, "Only 
%. 

those who are literate can buy, direct or at any--rate work , . . . . 

with the range of technologies which are changing the 

wealth, organisation and operation of their societies; and 

which will sooner or later pervasively affect the currently 

non-literate group" (p. 95). The technologies of literacy, 

both material and technical, affect the conduct of social 

interaction and certainly cannot be lightly disregarded as a 
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I 

0 

- ' - - Y  actor in the promotion and development of literati. 
b 

Although Street maintains that "the technology is 
1 

' =  / 
ktself shaped and defined within the culture" (p. 113), 

+nchy (1979), whose work Street cites extensively in - 

qupport of his thesis, acknowledges the influence of the 

technology - itself on how it is used. He observes that "a 

particula~ te~hndlogy of writing shapes and defines the uses 

of liteqacy i n a  region<r culture" (p. 88). Likewise 
i 

Cipolla (1969), in his historical survey, draws attention to 

the reflexive nature of all technology in his comment that 

while a society's values may affect the kind of techniques 

it develops or fails to develop, "the state of technology 

has obvious efgects on values" (p. 109). In discounting the 
1 

characteristics of the technology, Street also fails to 

acknowledge the ways in which theatools we use become .. ' . .  
metaphors for how we think, not only of the tasks :to which . 

.bl 

we apply them but also how we think of other, related tasks. 

As we have already noted in the case+of food processors and 

computers, technology does change the way we perceive tasks 
. - 

B 
and conceptualize them. New technology opens out netv 

possibilities for exendingqand transforming existing 

practices. At the same time, it constrains what we do. In 

the case of .computer&, for instance, Bowers (1988) argues 

cogently that the microcomputer shapes thinking. He 

observes that-"tge binary logic that so strongly amplifies 
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the sense of objective facts and data-based thinking serves, 

at the same time, to reduce the importance of meaning, 

ambiguity, ,and perspective" (p. 44). 

The point we need to recognize here is that no either- 

or argument.,accurately portrays the social reality. 
. . .  

Although the nature of the means of recording and 

representing does not, of itself, determine what will be 

recorded, by whom, or for what purpose, the means are not 
- 

therefore unrelated to either the uses or the effects. 

Explaining development on1y.i.n terms of social context, 

however, misrepresents the complex interrelation of the 

technology with the culture. It runs the risk of replacing 

. technological with socio-political determinism. We will 

need then, to conceptualize our understanding of the role of 

context in a way that avoids determinism. In the sections 

to follow, we shall consider-the theoretical issues that 

arise out of the methods of research and the objects of 
1 

attention common to sociological studies and then examine 

actual findings of some studies. 

L i t e r a c , ~  and S o c i a l  Coataxe 

Ethnography is a means of study very commonly used by 

sociologists to investigate and report on social phenomena. 

It is a means of mapping social contexts in all their - 
\ 

details and particillarities in-an attempt to capture lived 



experience. John Szwed (1981) argues that ethnographies are 

needed to understand literacy because "the stunning fact is 

that we do not fully know what literacy is" (p. 30). Szwed 

advocates that we find out what people actually do with 

texts outside of school and what their literacy needs-are. 
..A 

Such investigation, he suggests, will probably reveal that 

"absolutes are few in questions of literacy, and that the 

roles of individuals and their places within social groups 

are preeminent in determining both what is read and written 

and what is necessary to reading and writing" (p. 305). We 

should use ethnographic studies, he says, to find out the 

literacy needs of students because the "relationship between 

the school and the outside world...must be observed, 

studied, and highlighted" (p. 308). Szwed implies that if 

we know what uses literacy has in particular kinds of 

community, then those uses can be reflected in school. 
i 

It is important to be aware, however, that etiyographic 

descriptions of literacy practices and perceived li&acy 

needs will always refer to patterns found a m n u p s -  and 

to conditions in the past. Reacting to ~ d s e  conditions as 

if they are inthe present and can be extrapolated to the 

future ignores the dialogic, dynamic nature of human 

interaction in social contexts. Thus, while it is 

instructive to describe contexts ethnographically, acting on 

the information they reveal, as if it r e l i a b l y  i n d i c a t e s  the 



future, is a risk at best..'When used td anticipate 
3 .  

individual behaviour, it is plainly unjustified. 

As 'educators, we must assume .that we can act upon the 

.present and are not simply carried along.in a tide. While 
4 

the ethnographer who documents present practices does not 

claim to be a futurologist, t6e attempt to anticipate from 

studies of the present the needs of individuals in the 

future places him or her in their camp. Szwed's language, 

which is not untypical in the field, substitutes the . . 
. - 

determinism .of technology for the determinism of social role 

and status. .He describes a structure which he appears to 

assume is fixed in time and space, with no capacity for 

change and rearrangement. He further proposes that by 
, 

documenting the present uses of literacy, we can arrive at 

descriptions which will answer the question "what is 

literacy?" 

Ironically, of course, associating literacy with social 

contexts must mean that there is no fixity or-permanency of 

its characteristics because a human social cont&t is always 

in a state of flux and to some degree unstable. It may alko 

mean that we need to think in terms of plurality of 

literacies, each particular to a social setting. In that 

cas, we would need to know whether these .literaciea would 
C 

characterize individuals who have the particular capacities, 

or would refer to the cultural conditions into which 



individuals will be initiated or; indeed both. rn a recent 

ethnographic study of literacy in a veterinary institution, 

Catherine Schryer (1989) notes that "specific information 

and language practices are required to be recognized as a 
c .- 0 

literate veterinarian" (p. 10). In that institution, as in 

all social contexts, the information and the language 
E 

practices are present as conditions. Schryer identifies the 
Q 

assimilation by the individual of the base of knowledge and 

an ability to express it in appropriate ways as constituting 
'r 

literacy. As she describes it, if is not part of that 

literacy to be able to develop knowledge in the field. 

Rather, those who are being initiated into veterinary 

practice see themselves as conduits between the knowledge 

and its application. 

What seems to be missing in accounts of literacy which 

suggest that it cannot be understood apart from the social 

context, in itself, an uncontentious claim, is a way to 

understand the role of literacy in the flux of human 

activity. What we see is that the context tends to be 

inaccurately portrayed as a static structure, the features 

of which are impressed upon individuals and reproduced ad 

infinitum. We need, therefore, a way to objectify'the 

details of contextual features without at the same time 

freezing them. Frederick Erickson (1988) argues for 

understanding dependence on context as a relation between 



the individual and the context. 

All "literacies," then, are radically constituted 

by their contexts of use. This is not the 

opposite of contex t  independence; that is, it is 

not con tex t  dependency or f i e l d  dependence. 

Rather it is a fundamentally different notion of 

the relations between an individual's intellectual 

capabilities and the specific material and social 

situations in which thoae capabilities are 

employed. To call these capabilities practices is 

to say that an individual's ability to think is 

dialogically defined, that is, constituted by (a) 

other people in pprticular forms of social 

relationship, (b) the physical objects (utensils, 

tools) and symbols (words, numbers) with which the 

individual interacts? directly or vicariously, in 

doing thdthinking. (p. 210) 

What an individual is able to do and to thinkfmErickson 

is saying, depends on the relationshipsrthat inhere in the 

socie? context and on the tools it makes available for use. 

In relationships, power is a dominant feature, affecting 

individual attitudes and performance. In Literacy, 

Schoolins and Revolution, Colin Lankshear (1987) 

convincingly argues that because all social structures 

involve relations of power, patterns of literacy practice 
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are "intimately related" to power. Power relations affect 

the way learning tasks are perceived and defined and thus 

responded to. Studies of how context affects performance, 

. for instance, have shown that when individuals are z 

themselves able to define or shape the problem to b e solved, 
they are better able'to  display^ competence than when the . 

problem is defined and shaped by someone else. In the 

latter situation, they are put in what amounts to a testing 

situation, operating according to someone else's , 
,.* . . 

construction and required to fulfil their requirements. 

Erickson ( 1 9 8 8 )  reportsion studies by Scribner and Jacob, 

for example, in which workers with limited reading ability 

were able to read work orders when they were at liberty to 

figure out their own way of doing it, Yet the same wbrkers 
I 

would have been unable to complete equivalent reading tasks 

on a school-type reading test that required what.Eri'ckson 
I . I < '  

calls the "canonical form" (p. 2 1 4 )  of reading practice. 

In school, relations of power between students and ' 

teachers seem to have significant effects on what studdnts 

are able to do. Lankshear notes that the pedagogical 

practices which enable students to develop a critical, 

personally powerful literacy are typically reserved for 

students who are successful in school. These students 

usually come from middle class homes where habits of 

literacy are close to those valued in school. Mechanical 



de@oding tasks and restricted opportunities for self- 

4 expression constitute the pedagogy applied to students with 

limited ability to use langua e in school-valued ways. 

*Thus, following Ericksgn's degi ation, the tools that they 

4 

\ 
are given to'wo k with themselves offer limited potential, 

and with a pedagogy that affords only limited opportunities 

for self-expression in sqhool, these students are also the 
7 .* *= 

ones least likely to he-hrticulating their understanding of - 

subject matter in their own words. The tracking systems and 

remedial classes which they enter in elementary school tend 

to ansure that the pattern of their literacy development is 

maintained through their school life. They are thus always 

in a relation with teachers and texts wherein their ptoblems Q 

and their goals are shaped and defined by someone else. 
. - 

Their use of texts, and thus their literacy, is consequently 

being developed in relationships and with a technoloqy-that 

are unlikely to foster their critical, constructive 

capacities. 

Of the many investigations into uses of texts in recent 

decades, the ethnographic studies of Shirley Brice Heath 
v 

(1982) and Richard Hoggart (1957) and the empirical research 

of Dorothy E. Smith (1973) detail the nature of the 
9 

influence of texts. Shirley Brice Heath documents a ten- 

year investigation and explains how uses of texts differ . 

according to what communities and families perceive they 

- 



need and will gain from' texts. Richard Hoggart offers a 

detailed account of changes in working class literacy, "in 

particular as they are being encouraged by mass 

kpublications" (p. 11). Dorothy Smith analyzes the structure 

of documents that come to constitute what she calls 

"documentary reality," the power of which stems in part from 

its invisibility. In the next section, we look at the work 

of these scholars as illustrations of the ways in which 

context "radically constitutes" literacy. 

Literacy and the Uses of Texts 

The focus on uses of texts in this section will direct 

our attention to observable linguistic and social behaviour 

with texts. As instruments of communication, like 

techniques of spoken language, the meaning and use of texts 

is defined and learned in social situations. The purposes 

texts serve will thus be seen to vary from groL; to group 

and within groups, according to a complex of factors. 

Insofar as causes are assumed for any behaviour with texts, 
rn 

they are social rather than technical. That shift in 

perspective allows us to describe and understand the socio- 

cultural conditions within which individuals come to value 

and get meaning from texts. It is the purpose of this 

section to identify the main features of those conditions . 

which appear to affect the development of literacy in 



particular cultural settings. 

The u s e s  of t e x t s .  

Heath ( 1 9 8 2 )  uses the term "literacy events" to include 

all those situations in which written language has a 

function, whether or n-ot all the participants can, do, or 

need to actually read and write in that situation. She 

cites as a literacy event, for example, instances like that 

of a Girl Guide selling cookies to raise funds. The girl 
-ri- - 

hands out a written description of the cookie project, but 

also describe? it orally which Heath says makes the spoken 

communication "take precedence" over the written in this 

case. She.explains that it is important "to know-what the 

framing situations for literacy events are in a variety of 

contexts, for situations may differ markedly from each other 

and may, in fact, contradict such traditional expectations 

of literacy as those taught in school or in job training 

programs" (p. 45). In designating all uses of written 

language as uses of literacy, Heath was able to document the 

multiple ways in which written forms function in actual 

communicative contexts outside of school. 

Within the"comunity of Trackton, a black, working- 

class neighbourhood in a small town of 10,000, the most 

commonly used texts are labels, brochures, bills,.and forms 

which everywhere define and explain products and services in, 

a consumer society. Outside the community, Trackton 
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residents are affected by the use &.such texts as the Bible , 

and religious tracts in church and by policy statements, 

applications, news clippings.and such-like in work settings. 
. . 

For the most-part, their use of these texts occurs within an 

oral framework. 'Children fead signs aloud for fun and peer 

competition and to *identify places they know and are going 

to. Adults negotiate with the content of written texts to 

supply needed directions or information, as a reference 

during activity which'may depend on it. But, says Heath, 

'"they have not opportunity to attend directly to the written 

materials through any active use of their own literacy 

skills; instead they mus't regpbnd in appropriate speech 

events which are expected to surround interpretation of 

these written materials" (p. 110). , 

I 

~eading in Tracktoh is rarely a solitary and silent 

occupation and few people read extended pieces of discourse. 

Trackton adults do not buy books or magazines for themselves 

or their children. Children and adults read aloud and in 
3 

groups the short factual, informational kinds of texts that 

are part of their active, daily lives and usually when what 

is being read will immediately be put to use. Reading 

prices, addressees, instructions, and TV listings have 
--- 

immediate practical consequences for action. Newspaper 

articles and comuniky circulars are read aloud among family 

groups and neighbours who collectively discuss the meaning 



and relevance of the content. Such written texts often 

serve as the basis for accounts of related personal 

experiences. The process of.arriving at a meaning includes 
/ 

some merging of reader experience into the content of theT<~ 

text. There is- little sense of recognizing and using the 

text as a source of autonomous, context-free meaning. The 

text is included as a speaker in aconversation and its 

contents are recontextualized and evaluated by the 

experience of the other speakers. Depending on its 

relevance, new information from the written source will 

become part of the working knowledge o•’ the readers. 

Trackton residents write for two main purposes: to 

replace memory for such items as telephone numbera and 

addresses, and to substitute for an oral message where 

absence or distanc~ prevents personal contact. Thus they 

write letters to friends and notes to teachers. Less 

frequently, writing would be necessary for various financial 

matters, like signatures on forms and the like, and for 

church records--bulletins, reports, and so forth. Rarely 

does anydne have to produce pieces of extended connected 5 

writing, except, Heath (1983) notes, for "those school- 

children who diligently try .to complete their homework 

assignments" (p. 198). 

Residents of Roadville, a white working-class 

neighbourhood in a town, surround themselves with a great 



variety of reading matter. Like the Trackton community, 

they read the printed materials -in.'their daily lives, but : 

additionally they buy books and magazines and talk about the 

importance of reading as an activity for its own sake. 

Whereas in Trackton, texts are used as sources of 

infoxmation for action, in ~oadville texts from, newspapers 

and bulletins ake clipped and saved, but they "are not 
P 

enough to.prompt Roadville family members to action...there 

are no possible secondary reinforcements to help them'take 
, 

the steps from actually possessing maGy of -the reading 

materials'that are-in their homes, to reading them, to -Y 

following up on,the written messages" (p. 222). The issues 

raised in bhe reading are not discussed outside the f&ily 
. 3 

nor-does the knowledge frsm it appear to affect eithef.. 

behaviour or beliefs. 

Despite these limits on the amount and effects of -, 

reading, the Roadville cornunity strongly assert the value 
, 

and importance of reading. Children's books are used for \\ 

bedtime reading and are read aloud, usually by mothers, 

through the preschool years. Up until about age three, the 

child is encoliraged to participate both verbally and 

physically in the reading. They imitate sounds and actions, 

ask questions, 'and name objects in pictures. After three, . 
children are taught to listen quietly and to respond in 

directed ways to the reading, whether it is at home 0.r 
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unda .y School. Roadville adults buy newspaper: 
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3 and 

magazines for themselves but appear to look at these 
t 

individually and to store them rather than make use of them - - -  . .. 

as Trackton adults in a social exchange to compare what they 

- w read withatheir own experience and jointly arrive at 

meanings. 
. . I 

Of writing in Roadville, Shirley Brice Heath says that 

it is a private affair, a matter of individual choice thak, 

unlike reading, neither requires nor obtains any particular 

encouragement in the community. As in Trackton, the 
. 

principal uses of writing are to trigger the memory and,to 

substitute for-personal contact. Most writing thus consists 

of brief phrases or single words whether on a list for 

shopping or a job completion form at-work. The longest 

connected text appears in letters which are written in an 

essentially conversational style and assume a reader who is 

fully cognizant of the writer's context. The language and 
. . 

conventions to be followed in all written forms are known 

and closely observed. When children write they typically do 

so because required by parents or teachers and th&y are* 

given clear guidelines on what they can and should include 

in such writing as letters, thank you notes, and school 

assignments. Roadville residents write when necessary to 

communicate or to fulfil employment or soeial obligations, 

but writing is not valued of itself. 



The acauieition of literacy., 

The way texts are used in both Trackton and Roadville- 

affects the manner in which literacy is transmitted to 

children in each community. The principal difference, 

briefly summed up, is that Trackton children acquise 

literacy and Roadville children are taught it. The 

difference reflects both perceptions of the nature of 

literate language and characteristics of the social 

relations and has considerable impact on the quality and 

permanency of the literacy. 

The flow of experience in Trackton is not held up for 
d 

examination and articulation in language. Children are 

expected to listen and watch and learn from their elders, 

and to pick.uf3 what they can so that they can get on in the 

world. Adults make few linguistic concessions to make their 

meaning more accessible to chi %hen--,~hey answer questions 

i - 

and correct errors or misin  gnati ion, but do not "teach" in 
i -\ 

the sense of )ointing out eitnej with questions or 
'-.- 

statements, asking for repetition and rehearsal, providing 
< J 

additional examples, ara,simplifying. The relationship in 
ur 

lthis situation is egalitarian. ~ohcepts are implicit in 

situations and children must, by themselves, analogize and - 
develop their understanding without the assistance of 

h articulated distinctions or similarities between events or 

objects or emotiofs. Children are expected to "come to 



What they come to know about literacy, therefore, is 

learned from observing and eventually from participating in 

the way adults use texts. 'Like the adults, they take what 

is learned from texts and contextualize it in their own 

experience. Without paying particular attention to the way 

sometithing is written or talking about language as an - 
artifact existing in its own right, children spontaneously 

incorporate new terms or phrases from texts into their 

spoken language. They remember printed words as visual 

images in physical contexts and associate the word with the 

reason for wanting to read it. Tn examining the effects of 

this kind of memory for words, Heath noted that many 

children initially had difficulty recognizing words outside 
- 

the familiar context or written in different script. They 

succeeded, however, when common or distinguishipg features 

were pointed out to them. The way literacy is acquired in 

Trackton has consequences for its use and development: 

Trackton children had learned before school that 

', they could read to learn, and they had developed 

expedtancies of print. The graphic and everyday 

life contexvs of writing were often critical to 

their interpretation of the meaning a of print,i for 

print to them was not isolated bits and pieces of 

lines and circles, but messages with varying 



internal structures, purposes, and uses ( p .  195). 

Across sets of situations and actors, children 

learn the domains of applications of a particular 
* - 

word, .phrase, -or set of actions, and the meanings % 

conveyed b&oss these are often neither literal 

nor predictable. (Heath, 1983, p. 84) 

The manner in which children acquire litera* in 

Trackton reflects belief~~that words are used in contexts 

for action rather than in isolation for reflection. In ? 

e 

Trackton, says Heath, 'Words are action" (p .  233). The 
. r -." 

written word itself has no particular authority. .1t is open< 
6 ,  

for "negotiation and manipulation"; it "opens alternatives," 
i- 

is "changing and changeable." All words, both spoken and 
~. 

writtep get similar treatment. They are "tools performers 

use to create images of themselves and the world they see" 
c 

(p. 235). 

It is more accurate to say that Iiteracy is taught and 
-% 

learned in Roadville than that it'is acquired. In 

-dbadw& --.- le, as we saw above, reading is regarded as important 

to success in school and life. Children are read to in 

their preschool years and are required to write in certain a 

socially approved ways. Parents point out words, name'-. - 

objects and events depicted in books and in the environment, 

ask questions, and draw attention to conventions of print 

and composition. They simplify the language they use with 



young children and respond to what children sa 
1. 

conscious repetition and extension of the child's language. ' 

L ,  
, '  

Parents thus do not depend on the child's:&m- 

motivations to learn and participate in the adult world nor 
% 

trust that the child is a meaning-maker who will "come to 

know." They believe further that they can and should 

influence what and how the child learns and grows. Both 
3. 

parents and the community present the world to the child as 

stractured and ordered by fixed sets of roles and rules for 

behaving and speaking. They also present themselves as 

authorities who are positioned to.instruct. Children learn 

that it is important to say the right thing -at the right 

time. They memorize statements and labels and when to apply 

t h e m  and are praised for being able to show off their 

knowledge in verbatim performances. "Such expectations 

discourage the potential recognition of alternatives--both 

alternative choices of what it is one is to learn and 

alternative ways of saying what one has learned" (p. 144). 

The Roadville approach to literacy teaching draws 

\ 
attention to the skills of literacy and to language as 

\ artifact, but doe$ not provide a model for integrating what , 
/ 

,/ is learned fr.om the text or int-erpreting it within the 

/ context of one's own experience or knowledge. In Roadville, 
I 

the written word is an expression of authority which needs - 
to be understood and thus explained, but is &t open to 



~ltiple interpretations which might ch allenge established 

patterns of thought and belie:. It is not thus a flexible 

tool which opens alternatives as in Trackton. 

The contrast in uses and ways of acquiring literacy in 

these two communities appears to have effects not only on 

the development, of literacy but also on the maintenance of 

literacy habits. In Trackton, written materials function as 

an integral part of social interac-txons. Although they 

+ :  
require the mastery of some technical skills, therr meanings 

and uses are not distinguished from other forms of language 

and they are given no special authority. In Roadville, 

written language is treated as a source of external 

authority. It is a technical system to be learned in 

specified ways for defined purposes which are distinct from 

the uses and forms of spoken language. To be maintained, 

literacy habits must be practised and be-for something. A 

group which has little need for reading axd writing in the 

conduct of theii- daily lives will have little desire to 

maintain or develop proficiency. Heath (1986) notes that 

literacy events occur in Trackton much more frequently than 

in Roadville and consequently their literacy habits are 

better maintained. But, as she also points out: "Written 

materials are not a major source cf new information for 

either community, and neither group writes to distribute 

ideas beyond their own primary group" (p. 305). 
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Both Trackton and Roadville could be characterized as 
, . 

< .  literate communities since all adults can read and write. 

But the uses of literacy Heath describes in these two - 

communit'ies do not appear to include the characteristics 

associated with constructive, cq-iteracy. 

Newspapers, brochures and Bible trac s alike are integrated . 

into oral patterns of communication and Heath (1982) 

observes that "no amount of books suddenly poured into the 

community ... would have made an appreciable difference" (p. 
111). Her careful documentation and analysis suggests that 

what literacy is is only marginally related to the 

technology and has much more to do with beliefs about - 

written language. Richard Hoggart's less formal study of 

working class communities in England brought him to a . 

similar conclusion, but he argue%,that the kinds of texts 

used do make a difference to those beliefs and perceptions. 
* 

Although the members of the working class in Hoggart's 

account read a great deal, he concludes that they don't 

treat what they read as real: They read mass-produced 

- -material for entertainment and for its fantasy value. They 

see newspapers as providing an escape, not as offering an 

alternative view of reality. They have, he says "a cheerful 

cynicism" 11957, p. 197) about the picture of life presented 

to them in the popula Qapers and magazines they read. They =L 
know that real life is different and they perceive art, as 
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it appears in the startlingly illustrated weekly magazines 

and newspapea, as "not only a temporary escape ...[ butj a 

commercial racket, a money making game at bottom" and the 

producers of it as "just writing for the money" (p. 197). 

The human and personal approach, characteristic of 

A .. ,literature as direct communication, attracts reaaers, but, 
I 

J- 

says Hoggart, "at the back of the mind, in matters inviting. >.- 

rny form of genuine belief, there sounds an echo frcm a, 

bottomless unbelief" (p. 228). Hoggart comments also on the 
- 

fact that reading about people must serve as direct 

communication. The meaning is not in the words as the 

medium of representation but in the words as communication 

about the writer. Thus, levels of complexity or artfulness 

in construction are ignored or registered as impediments to 
, . 

comprehension. The text must be able to be turned into talk 

about the person. "Outside the personal life, they will 

believe almost nothikg consciously" (p. 150), he says. 

~eading and writing are not to be taken seriously, 

therefore. Writing is not perceived as a means by which 

individuals can transform their own understanding or grasp 

of experience and writers are thus not perceived as engaging 

in struggles to articulate a personally felt world. 

If the work of a good contemporary writer is 

brought to the notice of most adults, they will 

not only find it difficult to follow his approach 

. , .  



to life, but will readily and firmly assume' that 

he is, like the rest, though in some strange and 

unamusing way they have not quite got the hang of, 

"on the make," "just writing for the money" (p. 

197). 

Hoggart, in his discussion of texts, focuses not only 

on their uses but on their characteristics. What he 

observes of their uses corresponds closely to Heath's 

descriptions of how people in the Trackton community embed 

what they read in oral contexts. But he argues further that 

the reasons reading and writing serve the purposes they do 

are influenced in part by the nature of the texts 

themselves. He notes, for instance, that the material most - 
commonly read in the popular newspapers and magazines 

portrays 

a region where nothing real ever happens, a 

twilight of half -responses automatically given. 

"Meaningless and niggling" curiosity is more and 
Q 

more appealed to. ~ u t  less and legs is -.there a 

sense of the fibre of life. And this, for the 

readers, js perhaps the worst effect of all. It 

is not possible that people could positively, 

could actively enjoy this; there is nothing for 

them to be engaged with, to be positively reacting 

to. Since nothing is demanded of the reader, 



nothing can be given by the reader. We are in a 

pallid half-light of the emotions ... only the 
constant trickle of tinned-milk-and-water which 

staves off the pangs of a positive hunger and 

denies the satisfactions of a solidly-filling meal 

That the effects of this writing are not necessarily 

harmful, Hoggart attributes to the healthy disbelief of the 

readers and to the capacity of the working class to 

compartmentalize their  lives,^ separating real life from 

entertainment. At the same time, he suggests, these 

perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about reading and 

writing make them unable to use literacy as a means of 

developing their own non-"highbrow" wisdom. The popular 

modern newspapers and magazines which purport to speak for 
d 

their audience, says Hoggart, "do not contribute to a 

sounder popular art but discourage it. They make their 

. audience less likely to arrive at a wisdom derived from an 

inner, felt discrimination in their sense of people and 

their attitude to experience" (p. 277). 

In both these studies, we see that the form of the 

"tools" as represented in the texts, the social forms of 
I ' 

relations among the people using them, and the beliefs and 
*I 

perceptions of the texts, all interact to constitute the 

kinds of literate abilities of which any individual in thht 
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context is capable. In these particular contexts, those 

literate abilities were limited. Furthermore, the seven 

types of uses of literacy which Heath ( 1 9 8 6 )  identifies do 

not include, she says, the "critical, aesthetic, 

organizational, and recreational [uses] usually highlighted 

in school-oriented discussions of literacy uses" (p. 2 9 ) .  

We need, she says, "to recognize that the extent to which 

physiologically normal individuals learn to read and write 

depends greatly on the role literacy plays in their 

families, communities, and jobs" (p. 3 1 ) .  And, without 

driving social purposes, there is no motivation for 

extending and developing those literate habits. 

What implications are to be drawn from such 

observations? In Protean Sha~es in Literacy Events, Heath 

(1988) notes that "in large complex societies such as the 

United States... Literacy no longer has many of the 

traditional uses associated with it ... Television and other 
% media have removed the need to rely on reading ..." (p. 3 6 9 ) .  

b She observes that changes in the needs for literacy in 

modern society cause changes in the nature of the literacy 

and employers "do not see school-rewarded reading and 

writing skills as marketable" (p. 369). She cites research 

findings which indicate that employers seek the "capability 

of learning 'on one's ownq...not for the literacy skills 

generally associated with school tasks" (p. 369). She 
0 
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concludes that: "The current state of literacy research 

suggests, therefore, expandizg definitions, measures, 
," 

methods, and materials behind literacy teaching to 

incorporate not only school-based skills, uses, and 

functions of literacy, but also the counterparts and 

modifications of these in out-of-school conteitsn (p. 370). 

The implication we seem to be led to reach is that in some 

way the needs of the ~arketplace and the literacy practices 

current in the community need to be reflected in the 

literacy goals of the school curricu'lum. 

Literacy Choices 

Shirley Brice Heath's and John Szwed's response to the 

problem of helping children make"a'transiti0n from the 

literacy of the home to the literacy of the school and to 

the cnduring problem that, as Erickson (1988) puts it, "the 

various activities of sch.001~ are organized so that class 

position is in most instances maintained from one generation 

to the next" (p. 208), is to recommend strengthening the 

visible connections between school and community uses of 

literacy and to adjust the curriculum to reflcict litkracy 

changes in society at large. Bringing the community culture 

into the school, they suggest, will create a bridge from one 

to the other. But if a new liter'acy is to be acquired in 

. - school by such means, existing community values and uses 



cannot simply be transposed in order more effectively to 

meet the perceived demands of those communities. Those uses 

are part of the problem as well as part of the solution. 
B 

Elsa Roberts Auerbach (1989)~ proposes a program design 

which would intend a transformation, a program in which both 

local community concerns and broader cultural practices 

would inform &urriculum development. She argues that 

the teacher's role is to cohnect what happens 

inside the classroom to what happens outside so 

that literacy can become a meaningful tool for 

addressing the issues in students' lives...-The 

goal then is to increase the social significance 

of literacy in family life by incorporating 

cultural forms and social issues into the content 

of literacy (p. 165). 

Without such a goal, bringing the community into the 

classroom encourages preservaticn of the status quo. Henry 

A.  Giroux (1988) critiques what such an accommodation might 

mean at the social level, as distinct from what its effects 

might be for -individuals. He challenges the pedagogy 

following from the simple bridging concept on the grounds 

that it does not encourage using literate capacities to "be 

present and active in the struggle for reclaiming one's 

- voice, history, and future" (p. 65). In Giroux's view, 

existing cultural experience should always be the object of 



critical examination. When the culture and experience 

students bring to school are "seen as strengths rather than 

deficits ...[ they are not used in] ... developing a critical 
pedagogy of literacyw (p. 63). The descriptions of cultural 

practice are instead acted upon as if the participants in 

that practice are not engaged in continually remaking and 

redefining their cu,lture to themselves. Giroux's caution is 

3n appropriate one, albeit difficult for white middle class 

teachers, the dominant group, .to translate into egalitarian 

practice with classes of black working-class students; Such 

logistics notwithstanding, what Giroux draws attention to is . . . 

the imperative to use literacy as a means of cultural. 

transformation. Who accomplishes such transformation, 

however, hin5es crucially not only on relations of power, as 

noted above, but also on our perceptions of what culture is 
b 

and where it is to be found. In The Predicament of Culture, 

3ames Clifford (1988) suggests that "We should attempt to 
'2 , 

think of cultures not as organically unified or 

traditionally continuous bdt rather as negotiated, present 

processes" (p. 273). In a literate culture, much of that 
I 

negotiat-ion is done through written records in which &a epq 

+ 

experience is continually being interpreted and 
. * 

reinterpreted. Some of those records, as we saw from the 

historical account in the previous chapter, constitute in 

large part what tends to be called culture since they are 



preserved to embody valued knowledge. They are treat d as P 
the cultural inheritance deserving of transmission. 

1 3 \ . . 
Culture, however, is in its individual members as well as in 

preserved, valued knowledge. 

All human beings embody culture: culture may be 

thought of as the entire way-of-life of a distinguishable 

group of people in the present, as well as the residues of 

history--that is, of all that is brought to the present from . A 

i 

the past. The notion of transmission,objectifies culture q - 

and assumes it is principally a poss&sion. Culture 

thought of as "negotiated, present processes" focuses on it 

as a way of being, constitutiv'e'of who we are. Geertz 

(1983) observes that "we begin to see that to set out to 

deconstruct Yeats' imagery, absorb oneself in black holes, 

or measure the effect of schooling , on economic achievement 

is not just to take up a technical task but to take on a 

cultural frame that defines a great part of one's 

life...those roles we think to occupy turn out to be minds 

we find ourselves to have" (p. 155). On these views, our 

culture is in each of us; it is not experienced or perceived 

as unchanging, and neither are a l l  its characteristics 

shared equally by all those who are its'mernbers. 

Individuals, understanding th mselves as cultural \ 
beings, need to realize, says Carole Carpenter (1989), that 

"identification with a culture should be recognized not as 



as 'when.' Under what circumstances does the 

second-g $, eration Portuguese-Canadian girl identify as a 
young woman rather than as Portuguese and respond to the 

demands of her peer group instead of her parents?" While it 

is commonly acknowledged that a modern society is made up of 

diverse cultural groups, it is less apparent that that 
3 

diversity is also present in individuals who will identify 

with various distinguishable groups over their lifetimes. 

If we think of cultures as "negotiated, present processes," 

we can respond to their actual'open-endedness and locate 

ourselves within them as individuals capable of transforming 

them. Capable, perhaps, but only able to do so if we assume 

to ourselves, or  are given, the necessary power, both 

A- " technical and social. - 

The ethnographies reviewed here alerted us to re-, 

perceive patterns of social interaction and the role of 

technology in culture. In the context of thinking about ' 

having power to transform culture and in relation to 
i 

h Giroux' s argument, however, it is important to notice who is 

the "us" in that sentence. Producing an ethnography 

involves a negotiation with the culture being examined and 

results in new perceptions of it. That negotiation is 

act~lally done, not by its members who are the subjects of 

the ethnography, as in the case of the residents of Trackton 

and Roadville, but by a third party. The transition to a 
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new understanding occurs only for an "us" or "we"; that is, 
, .< 

for the writer and the readers, not for those whose lives 

are the subject matter, unless, uf course, they read about 

themselves. Unless they write about themselves, th-&-written 
. - 

record produced by a writer and voice from outside the 

community may come to represent that community, to embody 

it, at least in those aspects which are described in the 

written record, and finally to stand as the cultural 

condition. In a literate culture, what is not written is 

very likely not heard and not valued, and thus will be 

marginal to what is constitutive of the cultural condition. 

Possessing and being possessed by a critical literacy 

is one of the principal means by which people can continue 

to sustain and negotiate their culture. Bringing the 

community and its culture into the classroom, in Auerbach's 
0 

sense, affirms their existence. To interrogate that culture 
w 

in Giroux's sense aids in its redefinition. The social 

forms and practices that are -used in the process of that 

redefinition ought to include those documents which Dorothy 
a 
-,. 

" \  Smith (1974) points to as the mediators of what we know 
'- 
\ 
'about our contemporary society and about ourselves. There 

a $\ e influential records in our contemporary culture which , 
'3 

neither held up as embodiments of it nor subjected to a 

ne tiating process, yet are in significant respects more a$ 

inti ately related to daily experience of it. Through the '.\ 
- 



ethnographic descriptions of Heath and Hoggart, w e  looked at, 

how groups choose to use and interpret texts. We tarn nQw 

to look at uses of texts from a different vantage point and 

th;ough a different analytic lens. Dorothy Smith has made a 
, i 

particular study of the documents produced and used by 

institutions-; 'government departments and businesses to 
, - .,- 

* 
I 

/ 

,. standardize the organization, administration and management 

of the affairs of the society. Her analyses invite us to 

recognize how the form and construction of certain kinds of 
d 

texts exercises an implicit yet significant level of control 
J \ 

over how they are read and interpreted and affects the roles 

and minds we might find ourselves to have. , ;  

Taking as a starting point-the fact that-much of what 

we know about our community and society in general is not 

known at first hand but by means of the various documents 

which present it to us and us to it, Smith examines the 

construction of those documents and t,heir effects. She 

concludes that "socially organized practices of reporting 

and recording work upon what actually happens or has 
u 

, . happened to create a reality in documentary,form, and though 

', 
they are decisive to its chqactek, their traces are,not 

! 

visible in it" (1974, p. 257). In a way that is generally 

unacknowledged, the documents' forms and classifications 

construct an analysis of experience which not only 

determines the way that experience can be interpreted, but 
L. 



2 2 8  
\ 

also biases the conduct of an activity toward the features-. - 

made visible by the analysis and es'thbfishes what can,beAa 

regarded a's fadts within a particular orf;a;nizbtional 

structure. One of Smith's examples of this process involves 

a compkison . C of two accounts, one personal and one official, 

of a confrontation between police and street people. In the 

personal account, the teller gives his individual rendering 

of the event as a discrete occurrence which he witnessed 

frbm a physically fixed observation point. In the official ' 
- " "r - - 
account, the event is structured bf what is known from 

v: 

previous records and by the organizational procedures which 

direct the of informption and allow it to be at a f 
remove from its individual human sources. The technical . 

process of constructing an account includes what SmiZh , , 

. L 

describes as "structuring effects which are 'inserted' into 

actuality as features of its t zation" (p. 261). The 

resuiting organization of the nt is not present in the 

actual event but becomes what is known about it. The 

participants are defined by the categories used to interpret 

the event,,not by their own subjective representation of.it: 
i 

that interpretation tends to be marginalized'and rendered 
i 

\ 
irrelevant. The documentary reality under such li 

circumstances comes to constitute the reality and excludes . 

the representation of those for whom the event was a lived' 
-? 

experience. $. 
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The cori:s'equences of that exclusion are particularly 
a 

well understood by people for whom the imposed conceptual 

categories are not invisible nor intelligible. The Inuit 

have strpngly asserted th& they feel offended when they are 

described by others and presented with self-images they 

regard as untrue and inaccurate. Yet until the early 

19701s, the image of the Inuit was represented in writing 

almost gntiresly by non-Inuit. The Inuit's response has been. 

to write their own stories and to construct a new sense of 
. . .  

P t emselves which comes from their own labelling, as their , . 

cul ure moves-from the stone age into the technological. In \ 
reseearching the $iterate tradition of the Canadian Inuit, 

which began with reading and writing in ~nuktitut over a 
4 

hundred years ago, Robin Gedalof (1981) commented that 

"writing is perceived by the Inuit as a means of ensuring 

cultural survival and to maintain family relationships, 

c develop political autonomy, and encourage cultural 

survival... As Inuit became aware of their unique h storical i 
position, they began to write about their own personal 

experiences, realizing that only in each person's individual 

response could the response of a people be captured" ( p .  9 ) .  

The writer, says Sartre (1949), "presents [society] with 

its image; he calls upon it to assume it or to chazge 

itself. At any rate, it changes; it loses the equilibrium 
- 

which its ignoranct had given it . . .  the transition to the 



mediate which can be brought about only by a neg~.tion of the 

immediate is a perpetual revolution" (p. 81). It is this 

revolution which' the Inuit themselves recognize-and' for 

which they, and indeed all people need to struggle. 

Copclqsion 

Culture, .subject to perpetual transformation, Myron 

Tuman (1987) suggest's, "should not be equated with our 

condition--the artifacts and ideas which surround us. 

Rather, culture needs to be identified with the active 

spirit within us that first created this world and is 

-continually seeking to remake it" (p. 136). -In Western 
J 

-.- culture,. 4he association of literacy with that remaking is 

still strong. As we have seen, however, the power to use it 

is unevenly distributed. That unevenness derives from the 

several interrelated factors we have been considering: the 

presence or absence of technology and technical skills; the 

patterns of use of texts and the manner of acquisition of 

literacy; the relations of power between learners and 

teachers givdpg . , access to literacy; and the perceptions of 

the relation between culture and its members. All these 

various factors constitute forces in the environment which 

. I affect the uses and meaning of literacy. 

In this chapter, we have examined the nature of those 

forces as described by sociologists and seen the effects of 



differences in processes which themselves are set in m&ion 
- 

according to $ocially perceived wishes and needs. What this 

evidence indicates is that the relation between critical, 

constructive literacy and writing is established in contexts 

where there is a perceived need or will for such literacy 

and where the processes of literacy acquisition are 

conducive to its development. That literacies in fact 

develop diversely in response to diverse social contexts and 

that writing and texts are used for multiple social purposes 

- means that educators must make value judgments. They must 

chdose what reading 3nd writing are to be used for in 

schools and what kind of literacy will thus be nurtured. In 

making the judgment, however, t-hey need to consider not only 

societal demands for particular literate ca 'ties and the 

indeterminate character of the outcomes of literacy for 

individuals; they need also to consider the psychological 

effects of becoming literate. = 

Education in most Western cultures aims,to foster the 
! 

intellectual development of the individual. While schools 

probably accomplish other ends more successfully, their 

raison d'etre is not simply to keep children out of the 

labour market hor prepare them for it, but to develop their 

mental capacities. How and whether literacy affects those 

mental capacities and exactly what iaentailed 
R 

psychologically for the individual in becoming literate are 



matters which educators nee( 1 to take into account in making 

decisions about literacy practices in the context of the 
i 

school culture. In the penultimate chapter of this 

investigation, we look, therefore, into what psychologists 
\ 

can contribute to our understanding of the nature and 

effects of literacy, 



Chapter Six 
.. 

Literacy and the Individual Mind 

Introduction P 
0 

Since one of the main concerns of this thesis is to 

investigate the relations between literacy, thinking 

processes and the products of thought, the preceding 

chapters have necessariiy alluded to psychological aspects 

of literacy developmeqt and practice.," The strong claims 

about the cognitive effects of literacy which derive from 

studies of orality and literacy in classical Greece have 

been tempered by evidence from anthropologists which 

confirms a.universality of thinking processes despite 

immensely diverse forms of cultural expression. The attempt 

to trace literacy through periods of European history, while 

it can only highlight the discernible segments of a thread, 

nevertheless confirms in a-broad sense the connections 

between literacy and the development of particular kinds of' . 

thought in Western culture. That account also confirms a 

pattern of development toward ipcr,easingly abstract forms of 

thought which are related in rather obvious ways to literate 

modes of expression. 

The historical record nonetheless also shows that 

literate practices and the emerging literate forms of 

expression were inextricably bound up in a densely textured 

cultural fabric. Studies of literacy within-our own and 

other cultures confirmed the shaping impact of socia- 



cultural conditions. Those studies not only complicated and 

in significant ways made irrelevant the notion of effects of 

literacy, but also raised questions about how claims for 

effects must be qualified in order to shift attention to the 

kinds of social conditions which foster literacy. I 

In this chapter, we shall examine the contribution made 

by psychologists to the discussion. Psychologists 

interested in literacy and its effects on thought have, like 
- 

many of the scholars in the other disciplines, taken as 

their point of departure the description's of historically , %  k 

achieved literate capacities that contrast literate with 
' a,. 

oral thought. Literate thought, we recall, is defined as 

decontextualized, abstractly sequential, rational, linear, 

and objective. Equipped with a battery of measuring 

devices, the psychologists' approach has been to test for 

evidence of the thinking patterns which characterize the 

contemporary canon of literate exp~ession in Western culture 

cr to determine how these thinking patterns appear to 

develop. 

The field af. cognitive psychology, which, according to 

Shuell ( 1 9 8 6 ) ,  represents the mainstream of thinking in both 

psychology and education, includes a rapidly expanding 

literature on the various relations among language, meaning', 

thinking, higher order reasoning, and writing and their role 

in the development of cognitive skills. The focus of 

attention in cognitive psychology is typically on thought 
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processes and mental activities. These are metacognitive 

processes such as planning and setting goals, active 

selection of stimuli and attempts to o;ganize disparate 1 

materials' or data. For 

shall draw generally on 

particularly from those 

the purposes of t2his chapter-, I 

theqknowledge in this field but 

whose work has focused on the 

relations between literacy and cognition. 

Of these, Alexander Luria in the Soviet Union and 

Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole in Liberia document the 

performance of individuals in non-literate or partly 

literate societies on particular kinds of cognitive tasks. 

Their work shows a connection with more recent cognitive 

psychology in its attention to metacognition, classification 

and logical thought, although it is based on the outcomes of 

those processes in task performance as evidence of mental 

literate capacities. David Olson, Carl Bereiter and Marlene - 
Scardarnalia describe those literate capacities in some 

. .  

detail. Working within the framework of educational 

purposes in teaching literacy, they suggest what is entailed 

in acquiring literate capacities. collectively, the work of 

these scholars represents the range of study relevant to 

this part of the thesis. They focus on literacy as integral 

to cognitive devel~pment and investigate at the level of the 

individual the grounds for claims about the nature of 

literacy. 

A discussion of the effects of literacy on the 



individual mind would be incomplete, however, without some 

attention to the neurological functioning of the brain and 

to alternative views of human understanding. Research in 

the field is still new and findings tentative; no one can 

yet speak with certainty about how the brain works. I 

intend, therefore, only to draw attention to some intriguing 

hypotheses about the neurophysiological effects of the 

alphabet and to comment on the implications of the 

accompanyiRg perceptual shift for the structure of memory 

and the use of imagination. Although not psychological in 

the strict disciplinary sense, the theoretical work of Mark 

Johnson on modes of classification arrd the use of metaphor 

contextualizes the psychologica\ issues in an enriching 

framework. 

In the first part of the chapter, I wilLdescribe and 

comment on the investigation and results of the work of the 

above-mentioned psychologists. The second part will place 

their work in a broad framework, including the neurological 

functioning of the brain, and will argue the need for an 

inclusive psychological approach which takes account of the 

interactive and interdependent relationship between orality 

and literacy. 
. . 

I 

The Psvcholosv of Literacy 

An inquiry into the psychological effects of literacy 

presupposes an existing literacy in the culture, some means 



by which that literacy can be transmitted and acquired, and 

some subjects by whom it is acquired. Whatever form the, 
! 

literate techniques and practices take in a given social 

setting, they constitute the "existing literacy". The 

effects of that literacy, present as a cultural given in the 

society, must depend on thk characteristics of the literacy, 

on the processes through which it is acquired and on the 

attitudes, perceptions, and intellectual capacities of the 
. .< . 

subjects. Any study a•’ the effects of literacy on- 

individuals needs to take account of these three interacting 

factors. a 

There is no biologicallaw that determines the nature 

and form of non-physical human characteristics. We become 

psychologically human in social contexts. We know that 

human infants, for instance, when deprived of a stimulating 

social environment do not behave in human ways. They do not 

react either physically or emotionally in ways that allow 

them to express wants, form relationships, seek attention or 

even exercise control of movements despite being - 
biologically programmed to do so. One of the many tasks 

which Alexander Luria (1979) set himself was to learn how 

"natural processes like physical maturation and sensory 

mechanisms become intertwined with culturally determined 

processes to produce the psychological functions of adults" 

(p. 43). One of those culturally determined processes was 

abstract, formally logical thought. 



All human social environments provide multiple means 

for encouraging interaction and communication among people. 
*.? . .. . . 

The natural sociality of human beings is both elicited and, '- 

given its particular nature by the sdcial environment into 

which it emerges. That social nature of people, says Luria, 

"comes to be their psychological nature as well" (p. 4 5 ) :  , 

Thus, he argues, the available forms of expression will - 
7 < 

determine the possible forms of thought. 11liperate and 

literate people will think differently because their social' 

environments equip them with different ways of "operating" 

on information. These differences are not in mental .q 

processes which, as we have already seen from the work of 

anthropologists, are probably typical of the species, but 

are differences in ways of categorizing or classifying. 

Luria cites the English etymologist-psychologist W.H.R. 

Ritrers, who suggested that people in primitive cultures 

"generalize the facts of the external world into different 

categories" (p. 59). In studying the inhabitants of remote 

hamlets and nomad camps in Uzbekistan and Khirgizia in 

Central Asia, Luria hoped to trace the changes and describe 

the differences in thocght among people exposed in varying 

degrees to social change and the introduction of literacy. 

The tasks he set his subjects involved abstract 

classification and syllogistic reasoning. He found that 

they did not classify the objects he selected according to 

common attributes. Instead, they assembled the objects 



according to their functions in the environment, aligning 

U 
- them to concrete contexts and relationship of use rather 

than establishing abstract relationships based on their 

inherent characteristics. An illiterate peasant, for 

instance, was given the example of k group including 3 
7 aaults and one child. To the=suggestion that the child did 

---not belong in the group, he replied, "'Oh, but the boy must 
i .  

stay with the others! All three of them are working, you 

t 1 see, and if they have to keep running out to fetch things, 

they'll never get the job done, but the boy can do the 

" 'running for them ...Iw (1979, p. 70). 

When invited to reason syllogistically - from statements 

given by the interviewer, the subjects also connected the 

words to their practical experience. They responded on the -& 

basis of that experience, not to the meaning of the words 
b" 

themselves. Thus, to the syllogism: Cotton can grow only 

where it is hot and dry; in England it is cold and damp. 

Can cotton grow there? the villager replied, "I've only 

been in the Kashgar country. I don't know beyond that" (p. 

7 8 ) ;  ~uria concludes that the theoretical thinking of these 

subjects was limited. They trusted their personal 

experience but would not accept premises outside of.that 

experience. Since he had not been out of Kashgar, the 

peasant could not say anything about cotton-growing in 

England. Thus, he showed that he did not understand this 

use of syllogism and perhaps, as Luria implies, that he was 



not able to think from the logic of language toward 

generalizations. Since the syllogism depends oh a purely 

verbal analysis and verbal logic, understanding the meaning 

of the words and their relation is what is required, not 

their meaninsful~em-to an individual accustomed to taking 
+- F - 

into account more or other information than the words in ' -  
order to answer the question. 8 . '.- 

Educated subjects, on the other hand, and also those 

who were only marginally literate but who had had contact 

with a changed econ+ic system, responded to the same tasks 
" - 

quite differently. They reasoned from the information given .; . 
,I 

' - Y  

whether or not it was consistent with or could be confirmed 

by their personal experience. Their response~was akin to, 

'Well, I haven't seen it but if you say that, well, then 

this must be so'. Luria sums up the outcome of these 

experiments with the comment that "In all cases we found 

that changes in the practical forms of activity, and 

especially the reorganization of activity based on formal 

schooling, produced qualitative changes in the thought 

processes of the individuals studied" (p. 80). 

Luria's work has been criticized as inconclusive 

because he did not provide details of the actuql 

experiments. His own reports include only illustgative 

anecdotes from the actual data he collected. His cognitive - . - , .  

tasks were similar in abstraction and means of presentation 

to those used by Piaget in testing young children- and are 



probably vulnerable to the same kinds of attack. Margaret 

Donaldson ( 1 9 7 8 ) ,  for instance, has shown that performance 

on such tasks depends crucially on ability to interpret the 

situation appropriately and on familiarity with the ' 

intentions of the speakers which are not normal "speaking" 
J .  

intentions.. What she points outabout children's Learning * ' 
*. . 

is relevant here: "You cannot master any formal system . 

unless you have learned to take at least some steps beyond 

the bounds of human sense" (p. 82). The performance of 

Luria's subjects, non-literate and unschooled in the habit 

of reasoning from word meanings apart-from their meaningful 
6 

cont-ssof use, was characterized by their use of "human 
4 

sense". 

k; Luria's subjects, in their social uses of language, did 

not have occasion, it seems, to rearrange their world into 

conceptual categories that did not correspond to the . "  
concrete relationships embedded in and integral to li'vtng inJ 

that world. When the social situation changed and new forms 
tZ 

of information processing, including categorical relatio~s, 

were introduced, as in the newcommunal and town life, thes' 

transition to their use was readily accomplished, according 

to Luria. Individual literacy, in the Sense of ability to 

read and write, appeared to be less necessary in being able 
v 

to categorize than participation in activities where 

categorical relations were used. In such situations of uge, 

the supporting concrete context gave meaning to the 



+ ,. 
categories awhich-was not available in the experimental 

b* 0 

* .  

situations described earlier. It appears then, that it was 
-1 

not a matter of lack of capacity, but .absence of need, , =  - . -5 .- 

occasion, and available means of expression. 

Luria's observations remind us of the evidence irom the 
= ,  

cultural history that non-literates in a literate 

environment learn literate modes of thought, even if they 
-. 

- c 2 ,  

are personally not capable of reading and wr~ting. They i 

-. - 
learn-and can use the terms of reference and conventions of 

explanation applicabie to the situation. Of course, such 
-'. L '  

capacities may not include nor imply ability to go -beyond 

what'is given in the context. Participation involves, 

C' A adaptation and accommodation; it does not imply the 
I )  -. 

'metacog~tive capacity, associated with literacy, to reflect 

on one's own thought and to develop new knowledge and ideas. 

In the introduction to their G o k ,  The Psycholoqy of 

Literacy (1981a), Scribner and Cole criticize ~uria's work 

as being inadequately designed to distinguish effects of 

schooling, literacy, and participation in new socio-economic 

structures. In their own work in ~iberia, where'the~ 
- *  8 

studied three comparison groups,- ,they wanted t; make those 
& 

distinctions and clarify their influence. They defined 
&* 

literacy as possession of a writing system and liter-ates-as . 
- .  

those people who were able to read and write with that 

system. Taking as their criteria for determining the 

effecfs of literacy the characteristics of literate thought 
-y . 



generated by cultural analysis, they investigated the 
* 

literate Vai in Liberia and compared them with schooled 

(English) literates, non-literates, and,Arabic literates. 

As a conceptual framework, for their study, they assumed 

the following causal sequence: writing leads to changes in 

the individual mind which leads to cultural change. If 

literacy leads to ~ultural'chan~e, it can be accomplished 

only by individuals within the culture. According to the 
. . 

. causal sequence, the individual in a culture is at once the 
- + 

object-recipient of cultural modes and the proponent of 
9 

them, as transformed through his or her experience.<' In this ., 
I 

case, the given cultural practice Scribner & Cole were 

interested in was writing. The cultural analysis of 

literacy effects, they argued, must be upheld by 

psychological analysis for it to be tenable. They thought 

it necessary therefore to.."demonstrate an association 

between antecedent literacy practices and consequent 

cognitive performancg, and to do so under analytic 

conditions that would clearly establish'literacy as a causal 

factor" (p. 19). They proceeded by establishing what these 

antecedent practices were and testing for consequent 

individual cognitive performance. 

After nearly a decade of study among the Vai, ~cribner 

and Cole were able to describe in detail the nature and 

apparent effects of the three scripts used by this small 

(12,000 people), largely agricultural, West African society. 
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In this group, oniy 28% of the adult male population were 

literate in one of the scripts, a majority in ~ a i ,  next in 

Arabic and least in English. Each script was used for 

different purposes in different contexts. Vai, a syllabary 
I 

of approximately 200 phonetic characters, was used 

principally for personal communication and public 

information between people in different locations. Arabic 

is also a syllabary and its use was principally religious. 

English was the language of politics and economi-cs in the 

towns. Each script was learned differently: Vai was 

acquired informally in a kind of peer tutor arrangement in 

the village and took between two weeks and two months to* 

learn;- Arabic was learned by rote memorization with almost 

no attention to understanding its meaning; English was 

learned in school. 

From their study, Scribner and Cole drew conclusions 

which have implications for understanding literacy. They 

found that "specific uses promote specific skills" (1981b. 

p. 86). Although looking for generalized effects of 

li-teracy on mental ability, they found that Arabic literates 

vho have to memorize large passages of the Qur'an did better 

in other memorization tasks than Vai literates; that Vai 

literates who wrote letters more frequently than Arab 
, - 

literates did betterthan the latter on communication tasks; 

and that English schooled literates could -use. abstract 

categories for classification whereas Vai literates could 



- not. Sc,hooled literates, furthermore, were much better able 
- 

to explain their linguistic choices than any other group, , 

which Scribner and Cole attribute to that kind of -. 9 
8 

explanation ' s being required in school. They were ablg to 

produce what Olson has termed "essayist" text i.e. text 

which is characteristically explicit and fully elaborated to 

communicate with an unknown reader. Schoolidg also improved 

performance on syllogistic reasoning and verbal 

explanations. Scribner and Cole concluded, therefore, that 

"knowledge of reading and writing does not have the same 

intellectual consequences as schooling" (1981a, p. 25) and 

that Vai literacy is literacy 

... without education because it does not open 
doors to vicarious experience, new bodies of 

knowledge or new ways or thinking about major life 

problems. At best, Vai script literacy can be 

said to engage individuals with familiar topics in 
-A 

new ways (1981a, p. 238). 

Vai literacy, however, although unschooled, as in the 

institution, is not therefore "untaught." The script still 

has to be learned as an artificial code. The difference is 

both in the way it is taught and what is taught--different, 

that is, ,from how Scribner and Cole perceive writing to be 

taught in English schools. Vai is learned in contexts of 

use and its meaning and value given informally within the 

community of users. English literacy, on the other hand, is 
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schooled literacy and includes the use of knowledge which is 

encoded in texts and connects'learners to worlds and ideas 

which may be unrelated to the worlds and ideas they 

encounter in their immediate lives.. In each of these cases 

of literacy learning, literacy served particular functions 

in particular contexts, and the consequent skills were also 

particular. The acquisition of literacy had no general 

cognitive effects. Scribner & Cole conclude that "... a 
monolithic model of what writing is and what is leads to ... 

G 
appears in the light of comparative-data to fail to give 

'9 

full justice to the multiplicity of values, uses, and 

consequences which characterise writing as social practice" 
1 

Scribner and Cole's work confirms what we have already 

begun to see in a different context and by different. means 
- , . 

of analysis. As Street, Heath, and Hoggart also showed in 

their ethnographies, the nature and effects of literacy 

depend on the amalgam of conditions in which writing is used 

and include its uses, the forms of texts produced, the means 

of a-uisition and the beliefs and perceptions of written 

language. It is perhapa not insignificant that it should be 

schooling in English which appeared to have greater 
' q  

cognitive effects among the Vai. Scribrfez and Cole's 

, conclusion raises the question of whether Vai taught in 

school would have the same effects as English. They 

describe ~ a i  texts in terms which suggest even schDool use 



would not develop the thinking associated with alphabetic 

literacy. Vai is a syllabary which functions according to 

different syntactic relations from those possible with a 

vocalic dphabet. Meaning is determined by reference to 

known contexts, rather than being fully articulated in the 

written text, Unlike phonetic scripts, syllabaries 

represent actual sound patterns in spoken language. 

Syllabaries are therefore like complexes in 

representing what does exist rather than what 

might. Phonetic systems, however, deal with the 

possible rather than the real by dividing 

naturally occurring sounds into component parts- 

vowels and consonants-that exist as abstractions , .  ,.. 

or theoretical possibilities. (Tuman, 1987, p. 

105). 
+ 

The evidence from other scripts such as Japanese and Arabic 

indicates that the patterns of thought, the ways of 

classifying and organizing information, are distinctive 

across cultures. Script is regarded as integral to the . 
world view expressed in the Thai language. ~uddhist, r 

priests, for instance, have firmly rejected changes to 

simplify the script on the grounds that the graphic 

configuration of the symbols expresses the interrelatedness 
, . ,-., = 

of the verbal ideas. It would be impossible, they explain, 
. . 

to express the same meaning in another scr'ipt. The Chinese. 
* 

character for the English word "crisis" will perhaps help 



illustrate the priests' point, albeit in a different 

language and script. The character for the word "crisis" is 
ni 

composed of two connected parts, one of which signifies 

danger, M e  other opportunity. Whereas in English we define 

crisis as the turning point, in Chinese the turning point is 
+. 

implied by embodying two contrasting consequences. 

As well as these two influential factors--the nature of 

the script-and the nature of the texts--there is the * 

7 

adbitional factor of means of transmission and acquisition. 

L 
The variable Scribner and Cole select as significans is -737 

- .,-/I ' 1  schooling. Literacy acadired and practised in the society 
i 

at large is different from literacy learned at school. They 

C believe that schooled writing, characte~ized by the essayist 
4 

text model, is isolated from and unconnected to the literacy 

of the society, except among academics and professionals. 

Yetiit is principally the essayist ,text model with which 

"literate" modes of tgought a e associated. They conclude r 
that claims for effects of- literacy, confined to such 

narrowly conceived literate practices, not only undervalue 

other literate pactices and whatever cognitive effects they 
5 * 

'L 
' ,  . 

t may have, but also overestimate "the intellectual sKills 
' 

A -  that the essayist text 'necessarily' entails" (1981b, p. 
* 

76). In making this comparison, they fail to acknowledge 

that sGme uses of reHding and writing are not intended to 

. serve as ways of constructing understanding or of doing what 
- a, c 

, .  their own writing a~complishes in describing and- analysing 



Vai literacy: enable us to see ~ a i  literacy through the 

framework of their interpretations. In their view, all uses 

of the technology of writing seem to qualify as literate 
-i -p 

practices and literacy itself is equated with the skills of 

encoding and decoding script. The conceptual base for their 

comparison thus does not allow them to explain differences 

in literacy historically or developmentally, nor to 

- characterize literacy as an outcome of particular uses of 

reading and writing which achieve qualitatively different 

effects from other uses. Other psychological studies of the 

acquisition of literacy assume, in contrast, that a 
h 

developmental process leads to the achievement of "essayist" 

/' 

literacy and that it does entail distinctive intellectual 

skills. 

w 

The pevcholoqical capacities associated with literacy 

David Olson and research partners Marlene Scardamalia & 

Carl Bereiter, working ii the context of contemporary North 

~rnerican literate culture, are attempting to define what 

constitute literate mental capacities and to describe what 

is involved in their acquisitioh. Unlike Scribner and Cole, 

they are not preoccupied with the assessing the grounds for 

attributing causal effects of literacy on thought. They 

focus rather on the skills that distinguish written from 

spoken language production, thus on the evidence and on the 

effects of the thinking processes that underlie literacy. 



Their work begins to answer the question: what 

psychological processes are involved in becoming literate? 

Literate, that is, defined as ability to produce and 

understand explicit and abstractly organized text, what 

Olson ( 1 9 7 7 )  has termed "essayist-text". 

Underlying their research ,fs the assumption that being 

and becoming literate is not merely a matter of possessing 

the skills of encoding and decoding spoken sounds as visible 

symbols. It is clear, further, that the literate capacities 

they deem necessary to understand and create autonomous 

written discourse, as opposed to written lists or even 

personal letters, do not follow in any direct way from 

acquisition of those skills. In their view, the skills 

needed for higher literacy are of a different order 

altogether. Two essential requirements of that literacy, 

according to Olson ( 1 9 8 6 )  are firstly, "the treatment of 

text as an autonomous representation of meaning," that is, 

the ability to treat language as an object; secondly, and 
&- - - %  

following from it, the ability to distinguish what is &'id 

from what is meant in order to understand that written 

language says what it means. 

The ability to think about language certainly requires 

an objectifying of it, which in turn leads to a shift in 

perceptions about the location of meaning. It will be 

recalled that that kind of shift was noted by Stock and 

Clanchy in the later Middle Ages and by Havelock in his 



analysis df 'syntactical changes in Greek texts. As we saw 
81 

earlier in thi-s chapter, the peasants whom Luria interviewed 

did not treat words themselves as meaningful objects; for 
- 

4 

the peasants, wdrds referred to meaning in their experience 

and resided in them as speakers. Words appear not to exist 

independent of speakers for non-literates, nor separate from 

action. a 

More problematic is the other part of Olson's claim: , 

that meaning is in language, separate from action, and that 

therefore we can create autonomous texts. He argues that 

understanding the implications of the autonomy of the text 

is essential in the development of school literacy or high 

literacy. For Olson, the two are equivalent since he claims 

that schools teach and insist upon the logical, as distinct 

from social, us&s of language. The logical, autonomous text 

adheres to quite different conventions from spoken language. 
\ 

Whereas in spoken language what is said, in the literal 

r) 

sense, may not be what is meant, in written language what is 

said is what is meant. "Consequently, when children learn 

to read, they are not reading to recover the intentions of 

the speaker as they do when listening to talk, but rather 

trying to recover the meanings of words, sentences and 

texts" (1989, p. 192). Olson is not simply referring to 

young readers in the beginning stages here but also to 

mature readers of non-literary texts. 

In oral contexts, words are interpreted in relation to 
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- their concrete contexts: situational knowledge, personal 

. , 
knowledge of individuals, tone of voice and so on, communi- 

J 
cate, as do words, the meaning of such statements as 

" ear 
talking", which Olson says in the context of the classrqom, 

d ' 
has the intended meaning of "Be quiet." The written form, 

suggests Olson, is the literate-essayist-textual construc- 
\ 

tion cha acteristic of scientific, philosophical writing. 'p 
Its int ntions or meanings cannot be grasped using oral f 

I 
interpretive strategies. He says that their propositions 

are truth-governed, not audience-directed. They can 

therefore Be read and interpreted within the confines of 4 

their inner linguistic logic. Scientific and philosophical ,,I+. 

texts use explicit language and complex syntactic structures 

to show relationships. According to Olson, they thus 

represent reality fully and accurately. They are to be 

comprehended on their own terms since they intend to be 

unambiguous and thus not concea1,intentions and mean 

something other than they say. Olson.'~ point seems to be 

that literates understand that the logic of written language 

7 .$,  imposes certain interpretations or meanings. Non-literates, 
,,-. 

on the other hand, do not. Non-literates do not recognize 

meaning independent of use in concrete contexts thus do not 

distinguish what is said from what is meant - whatever is 
* 

meant is reported as what was said. 

Olson's perspective on literacy takes a st ong view of 3 L .  

the differences between the spoken and the written. What 



written text means, and 'how it means, have to be learned. 

It involves the acquisition of a literate as distinct from 

an oral orientation to language. That orientation, he has 

recently argued, may be acquired as much from the oral 

- practices of literate parents as from the actual activities 

of readi 

readers 

ng and writing. Young children become better 

4 when they learn to talk about what they are hearing 

read to them or talk about what they themselves say, 

particularly if they use the "cognitive verbs" Olson regards 

as so important in literacy development. 

In his analyses of children's informal talk and its 
. 5 ,  ; 

relationship to learned skills i n  reading and writing, Olson 
# 

has paid particular attention to the "cognitive verbs". The. 

use of such verbs as "think", "believe", "wonder", "decide", 

"remember", "doubt" and. "expect", indicates, he suggests, 

that the child is able to differentiate form from content. 

Such verbs indicate, for instance, how the propositional 

content of a sentence is to he understood. They help to 

differentiate literal from intended meanings and if 
I 

indic%ted in talk, that differentiatton can be transferred 

to interpretation of text. Their use further suggests that 
. - 

the child is grasping 

part of a system of concepts f ~ r  decontextualizing 

language and thought. ~asic to this system are 

the verbs that mark an understanding of the 

relation between speaker's meaning and sentence G 



meaning (Olson, 1977), that is between what a word 
* >  

or sentence means rather than what one means by ; 

From this last statement, one might infer that Olson 
ZI 

~r has simply had the teacher0s.common experience of informing 
-- a 

a child that the public, -dictionary meaning of a word is 

rather different from the meaning he or she appeara *o - .-: :-. 

assume. Idthink, however, something rather more probleh'atik*hi 

is at work here anduhat there are good reasons for not 

accepting Olson's interpretation of the problems children 

have 

those 

in acquiring literacy, although we may accept that . 
I ' _ 

problems exist. Olson takes the position that 

.I 

sentences may mean s~mething independent of the intended - -  

meaning of the speaker-writer. In the,case of scientific 

writing, the inteqded meaning should usually be identical 

with the apparent sentence meaning, since in this writing, 

he has suggested, rhetorical concerns do not apply or at 

least are fully subordinated if not suppressed (Olson, 

1977). While it is obviously true that readers are able-to 

find meaning i n  texts without the intervention of an 

authors' explanation, Olson's insistence on distin'guishing 

that meaning from the author's intentions and on a view of 

text as autonomous, encourages an unjustified belief in the 

objective authority of that text. 

In school, such belief is reflected in the kinds of 

comprehension questions and study questions children are 



asked to answer with .reference to texts, questions which 
ii 

' treat the text as source of answers, not source of author 

knowledge, meanings anddideas. Whatever the content of the 

text, however directly or indirebtly the voice and 

intentions of the writer are heard, however much or little 

insight and'int&rpretation are needed (e.g. more in 

literature, less in biology), all texts are products of 

l,human minds. Uses of texts which ignore authorship are 

little more than substitutes for the oral transmission and 

recitation of information that characteri.zes the Vai Arabic 

literacy Scribner & Cole describe, without 'the beneeits to 

memory that ~rabic literacy tends to promote. The fact that 
/ 

such reading and answering is in a reader knows 
, < 

and comprehends, unlike the Arabic listeners,...': 

is not significant if those written words are not expected 

to have an impact on the perceptions and understanding of . 

4' 

the reader. Studies of both adults and students who have 

learned only to decode and encode the writing system report 

that for many the discovery that ~ritten~words have meaning 

is a revelation. ,"I didn't know it was supposed to'mean 

something, i.e. to me," is not an unusual response to text. 

Because written texts are stationary, visiblef3and full 

of explicit self-context, they offer the learner-thinker- 

reader an opportunity for reflection not possible in spoken 

language. But the thoughtful, and I would argue, literate 

reader must approach the text, not as a transparent window 



on objective knowledge, but as the expression of a human 

mind not unlike his or her own. An inquiring, negotiating 

stance toward the perceived author uttering the words, an 

author with intentions and meanings to convey, propels ?khe 

reader to engage with the meaning of the text, not merely 

receive it. The text might usefully be regarded as 

utterance, which for the convenience of the reader, is held 

still. It is, nonetheless, the product of the mind of a 

w,riter, a person who is using the conventions of discourse 

acceptable in his or her discipline or genre and doing so 

always with a rhetorical purpose, claims about the 

objectivity of scientific writing notwithstanding (Segal, 

1 9 8 8 ;  Latour, 1 9 8 7 ;  Bazerman, 1 9 8 8 ) .  The cognitive verbs 

Olson suggests are so important in development of literacy 

'are precisely the verbs that must be presupposed by the 

reader to underlie the text. They may function in the - .  
child' s spoken language to differentia?& literal from 

intended meaning, but in their everyday, acquired, uncon- 

scious use they point to the speaker-author as the meaning- 
.. 

maker. w 

Similarly troublesome is Olson's implication that 

learners must adopt strategies toward written language that 

relocate the source of meaning away from themselves and in 

the text. He acknowledges the learner as meani.ng-maker in 

spoken language exchange, noting from his experiments that 

the child responds to the meaning of what is said rather 



than taking the words literally. In their response to 

, written language, however, Olson implies the learner must ' 

-learn to be a receiver of made meanir~g. He speaks of 

"honouring" the "conventionalized" meaning.. Presumably he . - *  - 
means by this the meaning accepted witGn a particular 

discourse. Thus, what the word "force" means in physics and 
' . 

what it means to the layperson are different but both are,; 

conventionalized. He does not explain, however,, how that 

meaning can avoid being interpretes and thus transformed, 

however iiiinimally, by being pvaphrased, paraphrase baing 
2 

the only means other than direct repetition of "saying what I 

0 

was said." Comparisons of several adults' restatement of . 

"conventionalized" meaning in a passage of text ,woufd show .' 

+ the effects of reader perceptidns and-c6oice, despite intent 'B 
, - 

to accurately represent the text.   he more important point, 

however, is the stance Olson takes toward the relation 

between the reader and the text, giving the text too much 

authority and the reader too little. 

The experiments Olson reports on in his various a 

articles cite examples of student respd&es to spoken and 
+ 

written language. The examples are all very brief and Olson 

(1986) appears to draw cl'usions about them say/mean e - 

distinction based on the Gee or omission of single words, 
* - 

e.g. "flower" instead of "blue flower". in concrete' contexts 

where the child speaks about a flower kisibly in hand. 

There are at least two ~roblems with this kind of 

r i  



- - 
experiment. First, the need for precis'e description is 

clearly missing since both participants in the dialogue can 

plainly see the colour of the flower. How many of us 

rhapsodize descriptively about a sunset to someone standing 

and looking beside us? Second, a response in the context of 
<, 

, conversation is being interpreted to apply to-what happens 

in a response to written language. The two situations do 

not make equivalent demands and are thus not comparable nor 

are the observations transferable. There is considerable 

evidence from studies of pre-school children's listening 
A 

that thex are very particular about the actual words used in 
. - 

a story, for instance, aha will correct the reader who ,  omits 
+ 

or ppraphrases. Olson seems-to take his own findings rather 
*? *. ' 

too liter2lly in the effort to distance himself and his 

judgement from what he takes to be the "conventionalized" 

meaning. 

These reservations aside, Olson's work reminds us of 

the sdecialiied nature of written language and that texts 

exist in time and space., separated and separable from the 

ghysical presence of the author as speaker. Becoming 

literate does, in part, involve being able to make and 

derive meaning from texts, using knowledge of .how linguistic 
.. - -  .. - 

7 - 

Contexts are constructed to provide the cues necessary for 

clear cornmunic~tion. But literacy also involves being able 
9 

to ere-ate texts with the necessary textual characteristics. . 
That task requires both knowledge of textuality and .skills 
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in its application in $omPosing. Composition of written 

F, 
text, according to cognitive psychologists Carl Bereiter and 

* 

Marlene Scardamalia (1982), requires that the individual be 

able "to activate and seaiah appropriate memory stores" 
C. 

without the aid & a conversation partner or a concrete 

interactive context and thus on "revamping the language 

productfon system so that it ca% function autonomouslyw (p. 

3). The kinds of inquiry Bereiter and Scardamalia have 

undertaken intends to defkne and describe %he cognitive 
. . *  

$ - 
skills reqnLzkd -by writing and reading. 

< 

In thei; artic$=, +. "An Attainable Version of ~ l ~ h  - 
Literacy: Approaches tohTeaching Higher-Oder Skills in 

% ,  * 
Reading and wr(itingw (1987 7 ,  ~ereiter' and Scardamalia 

-, 

P 

characterize high literacy by its use of the-high-order 
* - .  

ri 

coqnitive skills with which W& are already familiar. The 
a. 

intent of their work is, li%e Olson's., not to demonstrate 
a 

- - the cogn&ive effects of literacy but to-investigate ways in 
e 

which. tho%e cognitive effeccs can be achieved in the 
.. 

individual. From their own studies of learners in school 
0 

2nd such evidence as Scribner and Cole's research among 

3 

a- the Vai, they conclude that #aving a system of writing does 

not necessarily lead to literacy characterized by the high- 

orher cognitive skills with which it is associated in our 
4%. . . 

5 . - 
culture. 'It is also apparent that no assumptions can be 

made from the presence of high literacy in the culture about 

the levels of literacy among individuals. In this article 



and their much cited 1982  article "From Conversation to 

Composition: The Role of Instruction in a Developmental 
F 

Process," they argue for aunew conceptual framework and a 

strategic approach to teaching the cognitive skills 

necessary to literacy. These cognitive skills,' they 

suggest, inderlie the "literate mode of thought" which 

enables a literate thinker to 

construct a mental model of a situatidn indicated 

by the text and then derive implications fromLth,atr 
--?&. 
. -2 

mqdel (Johnson-Laird 1 9 8 3 )  . The oral thinker . .-. 
r 

is similarly able t o  derive implications from 

mental models, but they are mental models based on 

concrete situations rather than text propositions" 

The problem for educators is to enable the "low-literate, 

oral thinker" to get "from one mode of thought to the 
Q 

f 

other". The obstacles in the way of this crossing, apart 

from the multitude of socio-political issues which were 

described in the previous chapter, in-clude first, the nature 

of reading and writing acts; and second, *the difficulty ' of 

a identifying the m&nt+ operations of literate thinkers. 

What distinguishes literate expression from oral, 

suggest Bereiter and Scardarnalia, is not simply the mode but 

more importantly the context for its production. It is in 

the nature of writing that it is something one does alone, 

social theories of composing notwithstanding." Whereas in 



% 

conversation, a continuous stream ~f expressiop can be ' 
. t 

maintained by cues from a res,ponding partner, in writing the. 
- 0 

writer must be self-cuing in order to generate extended 
B 

discourse. Writers must be able to read their own text as 
J' 

if it were another voice prompting them to generate more, 

providing feedback and activating mental searches for I - 
knowledge. Writers must'also be able to construct purposes- 

for their writing either during the composing process or 
v 

before, whereas in onversation no explicit goal. of the P 
exchanges is needed h a i n t a i n  continuity and involvement. 

IL 

Reading on own writing in this way is, of course, not - 
automatic depends on an interacting complex of factors 

that include the writer's intentions and involvement in the 

piece, knowledge of the subject matter, purposes-of the 

writing, and the availability of a repertoire of strategies 

and techniques. It is' the last which Bereiter and 

Scardamalia (1982) have attempted to define and which they 

have translated into teaching strategies. 
+ .  

The difficulty,~however, is to identify the mental 

operations of literate thinkers. Bereiter h Scardamalia's 

methodology proceeds from reasoning that literate thinkers 

will be good readers and writers and that what goes on in 

3 their minds is accessible to analysis through the technique 

of think-aloud protocols. They compare what experts and 

novices say they are doing as they read or write.. Their 

spoken-aloud thoughts are recorded, transcribed and analyzed 



for evidence of strategies. By looking "at whathexperfs 

know and at what they & that novices do not do or do 

\ differehtly or cfo less often" (p. 1 7 ) ,  Bereiter and 
- 

Scardamalia (1987)- claim to have guished skills and 

strategies that ~haracterize the more competent readers and 
- \ 

writers. 

The? classify these "consistently emerging" skills and 

strategies into four types: 

1. problem-solvinq, fix-up or back-up - strateqies. 

These are strategies which - come into play when the reader, 
r 

in the example fhey give,.has problems with comprehensiok 

They include: restating the text in simpler or more familiar 

terms, back-tracking to the site of needed information, 

setting up :'watchersw for needed relational information, and 
i 

formulating comprehension difficulties as I problems'to be 

solved. 

2. Self-requlatory procedures. These include 

checking, planning, monitoring, testing, revising, and 

evaluating. They are the means by which readers and writers 

consciously take note of what they are doing and whether it 

call them "good mental housekeeping" procedures. 

3. Executive structures. These are not very clearly 

defined but seem to include a holistic or synthetic 

awareness of the elements that will interrelate in the 

achievement of a goal and the ability to control them to 
D 



move toward that goal. Thus there is conceptual knowledge 

of the subject matter being read or written about and in the 
* > 

case of writers, the ability by experts "to follow a 

knowledge transforming model, in which there is an 

interactive solviag of content-related and rhetorical 

problems in the pursuit of goals to be achieved through the 

composition" (p. 18). 

4. Intentional learninq procedures. Bereiter and 
- , 

Scardamalia define intentional learning as "effort invested 

in learning over andLabove the effort devoted to achievin'g 

other goals of an activity" (p. 19). Intentional learning 

might also be expressed as "owning" the learning in the 

sense of the learner's having found the intrinsic value of 

something and some personal meaning in it. As procedures, 

intentional learning is characterized, say Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, by such activities as deliberate reflection on 
7. 

the significance, applicability, meaning, and value of an 

activity. Learning is not simply performance of a task but 

has consequences for the mind of the learner which the 

learner seems to recognize'. 

Of these four types of strategies, Bereiter and 

Scardamalia judge the first two to be most amenable to 

teaching and have devised strategies which follow quite 
I, 

directly from their descriptions. They report that students 

enjoy a sense of confidence and control in having a strategy 

to apply and that the resulting reading and writing is 



improved. The element which gets short shrift in their 

analysis is the impact of what they call the -"knowledge 

base". Knowle'dge, as they refer to it, seems to correspond 

to food in the body's digestive system: as matter on which 

cognitive skills can act to accomplish its transformation; 

knowledge is content and cognitive activity shapes it into: - *. 

forms . 
& 

It is not clear how much significance Bereiter and 

Scardamalia attach to such knowl.&dge in the development of 
. >  

high literacy. They recognize that, historically, high 

literacy was achieved by some individuals, an elite, by 

immersion in a highly literate environment, that is to say 

one in which they "read the words of the greatest writers 

and thinkers" (1987, p. 16), and which set expectations of 

high literacy fdr its members. In describing problem- 
. * 

solving strategies, they acknowledge that extensive I 

f 

knowledge of a subject usually includes not only its facts 

and concepts but also ;'a repertoire of abstract-problem 

types and ready-made solutions" which normally can be 
. - 

applied as a matter of routine to new problems or 

difficulties may occur with using the self-regulatory 
- 

procedures when knowledge of a subject or understanding of 

its concepts is too inadequate to permit the procedural 

self-awareness they require. g$' 

- They make a strong case, further, for the importance of 



intentional learning in high literacy, that where 

there is willingness to go beyond 

of a specified task, the way is open also to achieving 

knowledge beyond those requirements. An environment that 

supports such intentional learning might be one like that of 

prgfessional academics, they suggest, there is an 

expectation of "growth beyond wherever one happens to be" 

(p. 26). The area of "growth" is in knowledge but it is not 

at all clear how the knowledge is to be acquired in the 

first place if it has to be there before the literate 

cognitive skills can be applied to it and if the knowledge 

and the skills together are not constitutive of high 

literacy as well as being the means to achieving it. 

In one sense, of course, it is impossible to think of 

teaching or using cognitive skill without knowledge. One 

cannot compare without comparing something. On the other 

hand, if skill is given prominence over knowledge and is 

perceived as the object rather than the means, then the - 
subject matter that is compared and why ceases to be 

important. Bereiter and Scardamalia advance the view that 

2 in most schools, and out in the world, learning is 
. . 

"adaptive." What is learned is enough knowledge to get 

1 along, but not more. . . "But if high literacy implies 

C/ development beybnd what is required for adaptation to 
environmental conditions, then it is not clear where the 

knowledge demands would come from that would motivate the 
.- 



progress in literacy" (1987, p. 2 2 ) .  This is a rather 
-%- 

curious statement, particularly in light of "their emphasis 
", 

on the importance of intentional learning. It is 
1 

consisteat, however, with an undue emphasis on skills,.rather 

than knowledge and is a matter to which we shall need to,,,. 
? 

return in the n&t chapter. - . - 
, 

i . .  
confined within a cognitivG construct that assumes a 

- linear progression and transition from one point to another, 
i 

~er~ite;' and Scardamalia offer a concept of literacy as 

bleakly abstract as the coghitive skills that serve it. 
- R 

Their intuition that "something more than cognitive skills 
T ** . . 

I ' 4 
-is -involvedv' (p. 2 5 )  leads them to envision a 

r, 

"prdf&ssi8fialism among students" that corresponds in its 
. . 

purpo$eq to ihht of the academic milieu. The means they 
9 ,  

> .% 

propose, however--"teaching a the higher-order cognitive 

skiils that will enable children to adapt to a school 

cultur,e in which intentional' learning is the norm.. . [with] 
children +in the mbtual 'support of one another ' s learning 

efforts" (p. 25)-x-confbrms to their technical, abstract 

. .\ appraisal. \ 
111 

\ > 

By f ormulatin$ a model o f ,  mental strategies, they make 

these strategies accessible to'consciijus use. Knowledge of 

some strategies and even their possible applications, 

however, sheds light on only one aspect--and quite possibly 

a trivial one--of the complex nature of ,literacy and the 

thinking of a literate mind. Protocol analysis, the 



principal technique for making conscious-and thereby 

identifying determining these strategies, is able to reveal 

only what the compliant subject articulates. Critiques of 

this approach acknowledge that protocols are a "reasonably 

reliable form of evidence about the otherwise unobservable 
'& 
mental processes 'behind' or 'beneath' the observable act of 

writing" (North, 1987, p. 260). The ways in which they are 

used'and analyzed, however, reveals a strong bias as to what 

counts as relevant to the production of a piece of writing. 

Flower & Hayes (1980) who, like Bereiter & Scardamalia 
i .-. 

have used protocols to discover composing processes, 

acknowledge the paucity of the data they offer: 

Many processes occur during the performance of a 

task that the subject can't or doesn't report. 

The psychologist's task in analyzing a protocol is 

to take the incomplete record that the protocol 

provides together with his knowledge of the nature 

-of the task and of human capabilities and to infer 

from these a model of the underlying psychological 

processes by which the subject performs the task. 

(,PO 9 )  

Admitting these limitations, however, does not prevent 

Flower & Hayes, like Bereiter & Scardamalia, from applying 

their model in the development of teaching practice and thus 

greatly oversimplifying and 'distorting what is involved in 

developing literate thought. Thinking, as Cooper and 

0 



Holzman (1983) point out, tends to be "diffuse, highby 

I branched, and visual, not simply verbaln- (p. 290). It has , 

\ 
/' 

reflective, associative, metaphoric, intuitive and 

imaginative aspects, yet protocols appear to record 

"virtually nothing other than that which is to the pointw 

(p. 2 9 0 ) ,  and only that which can be represented as aspects 

of conscious, goal directed problem~solving. 

The abstractness of models of higher-order cognitive 

skills applied to knowledge corresponds in subtle-ways to 

the abstractness 'of alphabets applied.to language-,-what one 

can expect the skills or the writing system to yield depends 

-crucially on a host of other influential if not determining 

factors. In the case of writing systems, as Scribner and - 
Cole so clearly demonstrated in the example of t.he Vai, the 

alphabet and the skills of reading and writing were alone @ 

o r b  

incapable of transforming the spoken language and'the habits 

of oral thought into habits associated with literacy. In w 

</ 

the c p e  of applying cognitive skills to knowledge, the 

nature of that knowledge, and the ways in which it is 

acquired, understood and used, will affect, the character of 

the literacy, irrespective of the skills applied at some 

point during the shaping of its expreesion. 

The notion that high literacy can be "achieved" throogRt 

teaching cognitive strategies needs to be approached wit.h . 
considerable caution. Being literate does, in part, mean we 

are capable of "disembedded analytio thought" as Bereiter 
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and Scardamal2a say, but as human beings living in a 

concrete world of felt experience, we should be mindful that 
aD 

"disernbedded" presupposes a prior condition of being 

"embedded" and that "dis" acquires its particular meaning 
. " b h  

only through attachment. The tendency of psychology as a , I  II _ 
ta 

+ 'b .. , -.' - 
discipline is to e;$mine cognitive skills through a lens 

which isolates evidence of metacognitive processes, abstract 
*.- , 

classification, and logical thought as these are conceived 

within the tradition of Western philosophy. In the 
% - 

interests of securing that evidence, traditional 
ss 

experimental methodology suppresses the experiential 

contexts for literate ac-kivi'ties, thus the bedding from * 
which rationality emerges. By virtually ignoring 

imagination and perception, it affirms a polarized, Great 
r' 

Divide view-of human-cognition, expressed in metaphors of . , 

crossing and transition, and in distinctions between orality 

and literacy which have questionable meaning or usefulness 

to us today, at least in Western culture which is saturated 

with literacy and irreversibly so. 

In the next section of this chapter, we shall look at 
n * 

aspects of that "bedding". ~errick de Kerckhove 

hypothesizes about the effects of visual, alphabetic modes 

OF c6mmunication on neurophysiological processing. He 

speculates that the perceptual shift facilitated linear, 

analytic thought. Less speculative and more securely 

grounded in empirical evidence is the theory proposed by 
P 



Lakoff and Johnson about the way we categorim-.-and make use 

of metaphor. They oppose the traditional objectivist view 
%. 

of thought as logical, abstract' and disembodied with an 

experientialist view of thought and reason as embodied and 

' imaginative, with gestalt properties and ecological 

structure. As they describe it, their view "incorporates 

what wag 'right about the traditional view of categorizatian, 

meaning and reason, while accounting far the empirical data 
-, 

on categorization" '(~akoff, 1987, p, xv). I shall a'rgue 

that that view also helps us to understand the nature of the, 
8 

relationship between orality and literacy and the 

development of literacy. i 

$ \ 

Embeddinq Anahtic ~iteracy 

In tryifig to understand the distinctive forms of 

thought that have developed in literate cultures, a number 

of scholars have attributed to the Greek vocalic alphabetic 

a significant influence on neurophysiological processes. 

Although scientists themselves have difficulty determining 

where biology ends and psychology begins, scientific 

inquiry, ,operating non-metaphysically, proceeds on the 

assumption that brain precedes mind.. Between the growth and * * 
functioning of the brain and thedunceasing generation of 

' D  
,. .I. 

mind, however, is a complex interrelation that is only 
* _  

beginning toJbe% understood and described by science. 

As research proceeds from both the inside and the 
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- outside, as it were, the relationship betw>en the brain and 

the mind becomes at once -"Although 
6 

still mysterious and 

the mind nonetheless 

deyskogment of the physical structure of the brain. W h S e  
*.  

%- .all -human beings are equi,pped with a genotypicai structure 

that has potentia: for growth and development, individuals 

vary enormously in the degree to which that potential is 

, realized-. Not only does this mean that highly intelligent 

people have developed more highly diiferentiated patterns of 

neurons and ganglia than not-so-inte131igent people; i't also 

implies that the brain shapes and fbrms itself unceasingly 

in response to the multiplicity of stimuli with which it is 
V 

A -  # 
. 1  

bombarded. The resulting psychological systems consist in 

complexes formed by individual psychological experiences, 

actions, emotions, purposes, wishes and hopes. "The 
* ,  

formation of definite psychical systems is related in part 

to the ontogenetic development of the mind. It therefore 

also showsi as does that,developmerSt, a specifically 
V .  
L " li 

.historical component" (Lewin, p. Whatever exerts an . . 

effect on neurophysiological proces+~,&, that is to say, will . . 
, =; 

also a•’ fe~trclevelo~ment in the -structure of th;:*ind. 

Derrick de Kerckhove, a director with David Olson of 

the McLuhan Program in Toronto, elaborates and extends a 
-- . . 

thesis, which we encountered earlier in Havelock's work, 

about the neurophysiological effects of the Greek,~ocalic . - 



-- 
alphabet on the structure of the mind. The unique %f c 

characteristic of the Greek vocalic alphabet, as wasi:7 

discussed earlier, is that both vowels and consonants are 

represented symbolically and abstractly. It is a code that 
/ 

parallels the sound properties of human speech rather than 
* 7 

creates a reminder of them as do ideographs. 
$- 

. r *  

The physical act of deciphering alphabetized words, de 

Kerckhove (1987) reminds us, is a process of visually 

analyzing the letters in sequence and then synthesizing them 

into words. Reading requires recognition of . . both the visual 

features of individual symbols and of? their contiguous 

sequence but the more "urgent" thing "may be to recognize 
I '- 

the sequence of the letters to effect their combination" (P. . _ .1. 
% .  

70") 'which can be accomplished quiokly and accurately when 

t h e y  are read from left to right. De Kerckhove the~rizes 

theref.o&, that the left to right direc<ionality of the 

orthography of alphabetic writing encourages perceptual 

analysis prior to synthesis and is sontehow related to or at 

least correlates with the developmen,C of linear, analytic 

forms of thought. 

~G~eriments to determine the differences in ways of 

processing other scripts ap ear to confirm that correlation. P 
As de Kerckhove explains (p. 6 2 ) ,  orthographies for 

syllabaries and ideogfaphs are written horizontally from 

right to left or vertically. To determine their meaning, 

the reader discriminates among possible combinations of 



4 
c h h t e r s  to decipher what fits the graphemic and semantic 
"d 

contexts. The context provides clues as to the appropriate 
3 

' 
form of the word. In speaking, the word is pronounced in a 

way that indicates its meaning. $bus the symbol cluster 

'KTB' 1s said as KaTaBa when it means "he has written" and 

the same cluster as KiTaB when it means "book", i.e. that 

which is written. (Actual vocalization during reading is 

usually necessary only when the words or sentences are 

difficult- or unfamiliar to the reader). De Kerckhov points 

out that understanding texts in syllabic scripts requires 

both visual discrimipation and conteetual knowledge. Since 

the right hemisphere is associated wikh visual-spatial 

processing, syllabic scripts are logically written from 

right to left. S y ~ o l s  written from left to right as-;in 

alphabetic scripts need to be grasped in sequence. They are 

therefore logically processed in the left hemisphere which 

is associated with linearity and analysis.' Tp linear 

sequences of letters, argues de Kerckhove, train the brain 

"to use sequential analysis as a prime organizer of 

information" (p. 60). 
/ 

9 ,  

Luria's (1982) work with aphasic patients supports de . . 
- .  ' 6  

Kerckhove's hypothesis in showing that neurophysiological 

processing affects the way language is used and understood, - 4 

- 
Luria describes in some detall the various strategies he 

used to help aphasic patients compensate for lgss of 

particular brain'functions. His work assumes thatthere is. . 
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a "brain basis of language-related behaviour" (p. 168), that 
: 

there are neurological bases to the psychology of language. 

In semantic aphasia, for instance, disturbance of spatial 

functions, affects ability to grasp relations between 

elements of grammatically complex constructions. To the - ,: '; :" !~.. 
I ..- . -.. 

question "Where is my sister's friind?" a patient replied, 
c 

"I know where there is a sister 306 a fi-iend, but 1 don't 
know who belongs to whom" (p. 147). St ategies to assist in 

the kind of synthesis required in understanding the 

relations in the sentence included their analysis intp, 
, - 

simpler parts which could be perceived separately and thus 

processed differently. 

In the example given above, Luria shows the outcome of 

brain processing. In another example, he explains how he 

affected motor processing by introducing a mediating form to 

a normally automatic process--articulation of sounds in 

speaking. He used written letters as part of a program to 

help-patients suffering from afferent motor aphasia to 

recover their articulation of sounds. The use of the 

written letters, he says, - 
leads to the radical reconstruction of the entire 

functional system of articulation so that it is 

carried out by completely different mechanisms. 

Such reconstruction, using a complex, culturally 

mediated, external system of signs, is one 

illustration of the principle that higher " 



functions can be used to replace lower ones (p. 

Luria's purpose in those cases was to make coflscious 

and thus bring under control mechanisms that in normal 

persons function automatically. Consciousness of processes 

changes the way those processes are organized in the brain . , . -  ' ,  
' I . , 

, , . '  . . 

which implies that psychological changes have 

neurophysiological effects. 
' I  

In his studies of the development of-children's i 

language, ~uria noted the difficulty chi1 d' ren have in 
remembering their own words from spontaneous talk. - 

Following Vygotsky, he "adopted the fundamental proposition 

that a change in the goal of a task inevitably leads to a 

significant change in the structure of the psycholoQica1 

processes which carry it out" (p. 172). A change ih'the 

structure of the activity, from spontaneous talk to elicited 

speech, for example, "not only changes the task and the 

structure of the speech process but also changes the 

functional systems of the brain that supports the 

activities" (p. 172). 

If we apply Luria's work to De Kerckhove's reasoning 

- - about the effects of the vocalic alphabet, we- would expect - - 

that wh'e~ the goal of the activity is to determine sequence, 

different psychological @recesses are in use from when the 

goal or requirement is to discriminate and synthesize. The 

outcome of the different processes, following de Kerckhove, 



is a tendency toward analytic processing and analytic 

thought in the one case and synthetic processing and 

context-dependent thought in the other.' 

In light of what was noted above about the way the 

brain appears to develop in response to stimuli, it seems 

plausible to hypothesize that new forms of language 

processing and different forms of visual processing would 
P"'" 

have some effect on the development of different of 

the brain. But the Greek alphabet, as Egan (1988) notes, 

was an "unintuitive, analytic achieveme'nt" [my emphasis]. 

As a technology, it was developed from experience with 

existing alphabets. Abstract analytic thought and 

cumulative knbwledge proceeded by means of the alphabet 

rather than because of 'it. To suppose that the alphabet of 

itself restructures the brain and mind and that that 

restructuring leads to a particular form of thought would 

not account for the mentality which was able to create'it. 
*. 

Human intentions, elicited, shaped and modified by culture 

and language,-play a significant role in affecting t 5 r  

expression which a newly emerged psxchological'capacity has 

the potential to enable. Through the "complex interaction of 

those intentions with the new p s y c h o l o ~ l  capacity 

afforded by the alphabet, emerged a new means of 

communication and new discourse. 

We might wonder what cognitive strategies were employed 

to achieve this new alphabet and new discourse and speculate 
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about the social needs to which it responded. As well, we 

might view the Greeks' achievement as',a leap of imagination 
I 

and wonder about the mental models or images from which they 

were able to draw such daring implications. However it came 

about, we know they discovered an immensely liberating form 

of communication through which they could and through which 

they did learn to distance themselves from the immediacy of 

felt experience, reflect upon it, &peculate, imagine, and 

theorize. The legacy of that leap of imagination includes 

concepts of mind and reason which insist, as Johnson (1987) 

puts it, upon "a gap between our cognitive, conceptual, 

formal, or rational side in contrast with our bodily, 

perqeptual, matefial, emotional side'' (p. 11). The concepts 

of mind-body separation have been reinforced in the Western 

philosopkic?l tradition over the past two thousand years m d  

emerge, as we have seen, in current discussions of the 

centrast between oral and literate traditions. 
.. . 

What.we have seen described as a dichotomy was 

expressed in such contrasts between oral and literate as: 

concrete/situational - abstract; empathetic/participatory - 

analytic; and imagistic - imaginative. In previous . 
, I 

,% ' F .. 1 

dhapters, we have been developing A concept of literacy . 

which situates it historically and socially. We recognize 

that becoming literate does not mean we acquire new thinking 

processes, but it does mean, as the psychologists' work 
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suggests, that we adopk'a new relation to language and to 

our own thought. The psychologists' research seeks out the 

meaning and effects OF various kinds of interaction with 
written forms of language both to baderstand literacy and to 

4. 

foster it. What is being sought is the. capacity for the 

habits of thought and expression that can be described as 

linear, analytic, critical, and explicit. The cognitive 

models approach taken by'Bereiter and Scardamalia succeeds, . 

as they acknowledge: only in teaching the more mechanicaL of 

the skills. Producing holistic awareness and intentions is 

more difficult, perhaps because they cannot be applied, but 

must come from within the Serson of the writer. 

In order to find ways to bridge .such gaps, to gain 
(,-" 

access to and for the person within, we probably need an 

alternative way of looking. In The Body in the Mind ( 1 9 8 7 ) ,  

Mark Johnson proposeshan alternative which argues that what 

he cafls "metaphorical projecti,onW of image schemata 

explains the way we grasp the world and construct - 

+relataion$hips within it. In the remaining part of this 

chapter, I want to sketch out the central features of his 

theory and then indicate how I think it applies to a concept 

of what is involved in becoming literate. Although not a 

psychological theory, nor a theory of literacy development, 

Johnson1 s thesii addresses closely related issues f roni a 

different perspective; it can be used in understanding the 

ways in which the oral and bodily coalesce with and form the 



ground out of which the literate mind can grow. 

The oppdsition Johnson argues is- between an 

experientialist, integrated body-mind view of.rationality 

and understanding and the positivistic views associated with 

some philosophy and most science in the Western tradition. 

Contrary to Plato and Arist~Sle, Johnson asserts the power 

of imagination and our capacity for metaphor as the means by 

which we order our experience and transform the concrete 

into the rational and conceptual. Imagination, he suggests, 

is neither merely mimicry nor merely the empirical base for 
. - ,A 

abstract-conceptual thought. Imagination is the means, as a 

"basic image-schematic~capacity." Of course, Johnson is not 

the first to assign imagination a central role in cognition 
L 

andb'as Egan h Nadaner (1988) point out' in their recent book, 

Education and Imacrination, the .function of imagination in 

thought is currently being given serious attention by 

- cognitive psychologists. It remains true, however, that our 

major theories of meaning, understanding, and reasoning 

virtually ignore imagination, or regard it as a special kind 

of intelligence. Johnson, in contrast, argues its pervasive 

energy in all rational thought and meaning-making. 

J'ohnson builds his thesis around the two concepts of 

image schemata and metaphorical projections. He defines an 

image schema as "a recurring dynamic pattern of our 

perceptual interactions and motor programs that gives 
9 

coherence and to our experience" (p. xv). These 
4 



patterns live in the mind as abstract, pre-verbal 

structures. They express relationships grasped through 

,bodily experience. They both constitute meaning and enable , . 
A -  . 
'us to make meaning by giving order and structure to 

' I .  

experience, expe+kri&a being defined by Johnson as 

"everything which makes us human - our bodily, social, 
linguistic, and intellectual being combined in complex 

interactions that make up our understanding of the world" 

(p. xvi). f 

Since events and things in the world become meaningful 

for us only when'we see them in relation to some scheme, 

network or system, the meanings we can make will be 

influenced by the nature and properties of the image schema 

in our minds in continuous interaction with what is in our 

environment, largely conceived to include culture, history, 

institutions and language as well as the natural world. 

Image schemata are not arbitrary or accidental. They have a 

- basis, in concrete, . physical, bodily experience. We 

experience the environment with our bodies: we handle 

objects, we move qbo* iq space and time,<we perceive and 

interact w*h othew. These bodily experiences involve 
" .as 8 

ns" which take shape in the memory in the . 

form of gestalt structures of wholes in relati~n to parts . 
$ * 

a e . e 

and which are themselves irreducible. 

Johnson cites by-wgy o f  example some of the various . 
ways in which bodily experience ~f.force or balance gives 
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rise to image-schematic structures. We may experience force 

as compulsion - being pushed along a path by wind, water or 
other people; blockage - being obstructed by something in 
our way; or attraction - feeling drawn to another person or 
object. These forces are represented as image-patterns 

which exist prelinguistically as part of meaning and 

understanding structures of force. Through acts of 

balancing, the meaning of 'balance' similarly begins to 

emerge. We have physical experience of balancing, of the 

relative distribution of forces and weights. These 

experiences become abstract mental structures of the pattern 

of relationships, in this case a pattern of axes, forces and 

b 
weights which constitute the meaning of balance. Althsugh 

experienced bodily as physical and gravitational fotces, the 

meaning, he proposes, is schematically, not s 

structured in our minds. , . .9 
f l  

Image schemata do not have meaning any more txan words 

in the dictionary can be conceived 'to have meaning. They 

are rather, somewhat like words, the lenses with which we 
-, 

interpret and perceive other like and unlike activity. BY 

means of metaphor, what Johnson calls the process of" 

"metaphoric projection", image schemata are projected onto 

our experience and, by providing structure and 
G .  

relationships, enable us to interpret and understand that 

experience. Johnson illustrates the process of metaphorical 

projection of image-schematic structures with an example of 



how schemata of~balance affect our visual perception-of 

weights and forces in painting. 

Drawing on Arnheim (1974) he explains that balance in 

painting might be achieved through colour relationships or 

arrangements of figures. The balance, however, "is not 

objectively in the visual configuration but ... exists only 
in our perceptual activfty" (p. 99). Our senses of balance 

are thus projected from image-schemata of physical 

experience onto non-physical experience. We recognize, 

know, experience, and understand balance in painting not 

physically but psychologically although the source of our I 

understanding lies in the bodily experience. That 

recognition of balance may be implicit and tacit. We 

recognize balance and similarly imbalance but may be unable 

to articulate what it is that is present or absent. We 

react spontaneously from the image schemata PO•’ physical . 
experience. 

$ So far, Johnson's theory is an explanation of how we 

create order and meaninq in our experience at a non- 

5 

propositional ,leveli Be argues further, however, that 
4 .  

through image-scheqata and metapgric: projkctions we reasoq 

and make inferences. Using the "balance" example, he 

suggests that in our understagding of balance, we hold a - 

single image schema: "a symmetrical arrangement of force 

vectors relative to an axism(p. 97). He points out that 

although our concrete experience always includes relations 



among physical objects and weights "th-ese same relations 

obtain for abstract objects related by the BALANCE schema. 

It is thus the experience of balance with its attendant 

properties, that has given rise to our mathematical concept 
i 

of the "equality of magnitudes" ... Balance, therefore, 
appears to be the bodily basis of the mathematical notion of 

equivalence" (p. 98). o 

In order to answer critics who argue that reasoning 

based on metaphors is arbitrary and unstructured, and thus 

not really reasoning, Johnson explains how the internal 
.pe 

structure of metaphors constrains understanding and 

rationality and generates "definite inferential patternsM(p. 

127). To illustrate, he analyses aspects of a particular 

case of scientific research done by Hans Selye, the founder 

of modern stress research. When Selye began his research, 
- - -  

the metaphor he thought with was the body-as-machine 

metaphor that he had acquired in medical school. That 

metaphor dominated his perception and understanding of the 

ways.-in which various functions of the body relate to each 
' i :  

other and his consequent diagnosis, treatment and 

theorizing. 

In trying to reconcile disparate phenomena that this 
h 

metaphor could not ac&omrnodate or explain, Selye shifted to 

a different metaphor body-as-homeostatic-organism which 

structured the phenomena in different ways'and led him to an 

understanding of the disparate phenomena. The body-as- 



machine metaphor ruled out entailments which could be 

inferred by the new metaphor of body-as-homeostatic- 

organism. Not only new inferences, of course, but als.o,new 
, 

questions, new categories of ideas and information, and new 

relationships were opened up with the introduction of a new 

metaphor. New ways of seeing brought into focus previously 

unnoticed phenomena and made possible the generation of new 

ideas. Metaphor, consciously conceived, was thus both 

constitutjve of meaning aqd a tool for the creation of 

meaning. 

Johnson's purpose is to "develop a constructive theory 

of imagination and understanding ... in which .what is 
typically regarded as 'bodily' works its way up into the 

"conceptual" and the "rational" by means of imagination" (p. 

xxi). He examines our,current ways of thinkinq and in 

making comparisons with dominant views of cognition draws a n  

the historical-record. ,ft.is not part of his purpose, 
. - 

however, to describe the development of the human mind or to 

search for the historical origips of "the body-in-the-mind. 
, 

> * 

In what foPlows, however, I shall outline what I see to be 
. I * .. 

the connections beW,een his contemporary theory and the 
Lr- 

historical record,. 

Parables before arquments 

In treating metaphor as a spontaneous and thus primary 

means of interpreting experience and making meaning, Johnson 



echoes Vico': tKeory, discussed in Ch3pter 1, that early C .  

, , 

human beings metaphorically projected their bodily 

experience onto the external world. Vico, it will be 

remembered, described a developing human mind and 

cqnsciousness that - began with the poetic. In what Vico 

. - called the next "heroic" stage of consciousness, particular 
?F- 

poetic images are enlarged into maxims, fables and in their 
. i  

highest form, the epic poetry of Homer. 

The ~omeric stories of idealized characters and events 

structured all knowledge of the social and natural worlds 

and were the means by which it might be classified. A s  

myths they were abstract structures in-the sense that they 

referred not to particular persons or events but to 
\ 

exemplars. In narrative form, they function as the 

equivalents to the abstract structures which Johnson denotes 

image-schemata. (Johnson has not explored the implications 

of literate genres but agreed that they would function in 

this way). They establish relations in the socio-cultural 

milieu that can be metaphorically projected onto personal 

experience and'used to inte'rpret and reason about that 

experience. 

The event-based nature of the myths limited capacity to 

reas,on, however, because ,it was n.ot possible to articulate 

the general ideas that they embodied and thus deal with 

those ideas conceptuah-ly, separated from the specific 

contexts in which they were mythically embodied. Thus, as 



we saw earlier. goodness and justice could be describe4 only 

i - 
by reference to the acts of a person who was judged ga&d and \ 
just. As Suzanne Langer writes of the myth, "It is the 

primitive phase of metaphysical thought ... it is a non- 
discursive symbolism, it does not lend itself to analytic . 

and genuinely abstractive techniques" (1942, p. 200). 
5. 

Historically, the next step according to Vico, is to 

abstracb and express in prose the abstract ideas which had 
P 

been buried in the concrete details of the epics. The 

invention and spread of alphabetic writing is associated 

with prosaic, discursive language, a changed syntax through 
# 

which abstract ideas could.be expressed without reference to 

their,concrete contexts. "Ideas first adumbrated in 

fantastic form become real intellectual property only when 

discursive language rises to their expression" (Langer, p. 

201); Additionally, the visible form of language seemed to 

change, as we have seen, our relacion to self and to what 

was understood as mind. Voiced language that was 

indistinguishable from its,,speaker became visible language 

and thus distinguishable. The capacity for individual 

thought and action was greatly enhanced. 1 ~ayn'es makes the 

point rather neatly: "And once the word of god was silent, 
e .  

written on dumb clay' tablee's or incised into speechless 

stone, the god's commands or the king's directives could be 
d 

turned to or avoided by one's own efforts" (p. 208); 

As writin< enabled individual, conceptual and abstract 
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r thought, so too it,enabled what we call imaginative thought. :. , 9, . . 

The two are inseparable. The creation of an abstract 

conceptual language enormously expanded the potential for 

metaphorical projection across domains of knowledge and 

experience. Imagination supplied the energy and the means. 

Although he gives an account of image-schematic structures 
C 

and metaphorical projection which is, as he says 

"independent of-a theory of imagination" (p. 140), Johnson 

seems to imply that the imagination is the force responsible 

for all metaphoric projection, both conscious and 

unconscio~s. With the invention of writing and the later C 

development of discursive literate forms, imagination, 

through metaphorical and logical reasoning, is the means by 

which we generate novel orders of things and new categories. 

'AS Johnson puts it, "imagination is a free, non-rule 
Q 

governed activity by which we achieve new structure in our 

experience and can remold existing patterns to generate 

novel meaning" (p. 165). 

Metaphor,'in the sense used here, as'the means by which 

we "project structure across categories to establish new 

connections and organizations of meaning" (Johnson, p. 171) 

undeglies but gives rise to a .vast network of 

meanings. It is thus not merely a means of 

figurative expression unrelated to what could otherwise be 

expressed propositionally. The capacity for metaphor, far 

from being an achievement of a reflective consciousness is a 
- 



/ 
- .-, 

- primary means of making meaning. It acts upon all forms of 
/- 

I ' expression in a culture - social, econbmic and 
intellectual - including, of course, what was expressed in 

a { writing. If as de Kerckhove says, alphabetic writing 
" 

encouraged a linear, analitic approach to thinking about 

- experience, the metaphorical projections which included the 

linear-analytic would have implications for ways of 

perceiving relations and drawing inferences. As we saw in 

the example of Hans Selye' reasoning, the entailments it was 

possible to infer from the body asmachine metaphor were 

different from those of the body-as-homeostatic-organism. 

The development of countless imaginative structures of 

Lnderstanding that derive from metaphoric separation of 

mind and body, itself an outcome of literacy, accounts in 

part for the development of knowledge which we charact&ise 
B 

as scientific, rational, and abstract. - 
- 

We are thus back to the beginning - to a description of 

characteristics we associate with literate thouqht. At this 

point, however, we can assert those characteristics without 

having to assume cultural differences in thought processes 

to account for differences in expression, nor assume a 

discontinuity between concrete, bodily experience and mental 

life. We, might also dt this point reconsider whether 

literacy has any causal relation to the development of 

particular kinds of knowledge. Given the description of the 

way we come to understanding and make meaning through 



metaphorical projection (and no doubt other means of 

structural projection yet to be defined, including narrative 

and metonpic), we may perhaps approach the matter 
4 

indirectly. 

In his explariation of the effects of lists and tables 

on thought, Goody suggested that these forms introduced new 

relations among things and changed the way they were and 
i 

& 
could be thought about. With Johnson's theory, we can now 

see that the table creates a structure which is 
\ 

metaphorically linked to an image schema of containers. The 

image schema of containers, as thingarwhich hold other 
* 

things, which separate and exclude, can be metaphorically 

projected onto the visual image of the table form and 

generate expectations of that form. That is, the boxes need 

to be filled;; they are thought.. of as empty or full. 

Although full and empty refer, in concrete experience, to 

physical presence or absence of obje'cts in containe~s, they 

are also used to refer to abstractions like the words in r- 
-4 

\ spaces on a page that are demarcated by lines. Those 

B visible spaces translate further into mental space. 

Following Sweetser (c'ited in Johnson), the physical becomes 
W 

' a metaphor for the non-physical - "we use the language of 

the external world to apply to the internal mental world, 

which is metaphorically structured as parallel to that 

external world" (p. 50). 

The mental spaces referred to in relation to the spaces 
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. . 
in the visual image of the table become more abstract when 

applied to constructions in language which are purely verbal - 
and which have neither visual counterpart nor concrete 

reference. We can conclude that the forms produced by 
> 

writing, as part of that external world, become available - 

for metaphorical pro jectiun into the mental world. The 

process is not unidirectional, of caurse. The projection is 

not only from the external into the mental. Indeed, the tr 

external is commonly ignored as we know from our unconscious , 
' r C  

use of the metaphors that derive from bodily experience. 

The projection is also onto th,e mental within that mental 

world. That wedare able to reason from abstract 

propositions, without reference to the concrete image or 

experience is evidence of this mental activity, activity so 

prized by classical theory that its birth in the womb of 

bodily knowledge, without which it cannot exist, has been 

rejected for more than two millennia. 

Conclusion 
C 

We can conclude, adapting Johnson's theory, that image- 

schemata and metaphorical projections do not function 

exclusively in a pre-verbal realm of experience. There is 

no Great Divide separating, on the one hand, knowledge and 

understanding based on bodily experience from, on the other, 

knowledge and understanding based on abstract propositions. 

Neither, I suggest, is there a Great Divide between orality 



and literacy. There is instead an essential dynam2c 
X -  

continuity which cannot be characterized simply as a . 

continuum, a linear image--we speak of "along" a continuum-- 

that implies progression and thus a from-to hierarchical 

path as well as an unbroken 

orality-literacy continuum, 

extension of or development 

prior oral or arising from, 

it. 

course. In the case of an 

literacy is conceived as an 

from orality, dependent upon the 

but clearly differentiated from 

We might argue instead, however, that the continuity is 

not in the substance but in the relations which link 

immensely varied forms of expression. To return, yet again, 

to Johnson's example of balance: the continuity of relation 

is fairly obvious from the scheme of balance as physicallyb 

experienced and expressed, in say riding a bicycle, tqits 

expression as visual objects in painting, and to its 

extremely abstract expression as mathematical formulae. At 

the same time, there are equally obvious differences in the 

characteristics of the expression. It is these differences 

to which we attach such importance. Thus we label as 

physical and concrete the experience of riding a bicycle, 

and as intellectual and abstract the experience of 
I 

understanding mathematical formulae. 

Johnson's theory invites us to see such differences not - 

along a line from-to but as related at a most fundamental 

meaning level, a level which cannot be dispensed with unless 



we-choose to ignore the reality of what Johnson has, in a 

different context, aptly described as our "bodily, cultural, 
* 

linguistic and historical situatedness in, and3tdward, our 

world" (p. 138). A f,ocus on underlying relations'.rather ., 

than on differences in expression ~uggests, instead. of the 

continuum, Great-~ivide, or transition models, organic 
. . $I- . ~ 

images of networks of veins, arteries and capillaries, of - b * *. 
thickly woven textures or, indeed, sf the physioIogy of the 

brain itself with its neurons and ganglia sprouting 
, 

synapses. It is probable that r.o single image suffices 

since the dynamic activity of metaphorical projection is 

human and not uni-directional. Whatever we do or say is 

mirrored back to our minds by our own reflective + 

consciousness or.in the doings and sayings of others. Nor, 
s 

perhaps more importantly, are the characteristics of the 

expression predictable as in the natural world. power 
' L . 

of metaphor, driven by the imagination, is its capacity to 

create possible worlds, worlds that have no direct' - . 

counterpart in the actual world of concrete experience and 

which are not directly predictable, although conceivable 

because they are recognizable extensions of the metaphor. 
- 

The effects of writing on the reflective process and on 

our capacity to create new knowledge and possible worlds 
* 

have been discussed in other contexts and are consistent 

with that part of Johnson's theory which explains our 

capacity to generate, new id as, new meanings, and new 

0 



knowledge. What is added here is the insight that our 

understanding grows from and is intimately connected to 

bodily experience whether that understanding be of things, 

events or ideas. When we connect Johnson's -theory to the 

historico-cultural development of literacy, we see that the 

characteristics associated with orality which literate 

capacities are thought to supersede are actually necessary, 

prior to, and enabling of the literate. 

In writing about the relation between the emergeBce of 

new kinds of mental activity and their effect on cul-ture', 

Julian Jaynes comments that "The matter and technic 65 

earlier ages of civilizations survive into the new eras 

uneroded, dragging with them the older outworn forms in 

which the new mentality must live (p. 320). In individuals 

also, the achievement of new characteristics does not imply' 

that those characteristi are like a dye which transforms 

the "matter and te&hnicw of previous stages of development 

or maturity. Luria has claimed that the effect of writing 
/ 

- .  
on the brain's functional system is to replace graphic 

images in thought "by certain accepted ideas about the 

meanings of words ...[ so that] thinking becomes verbal and 

. A --& - 
3Glogical e and graphic images are relegated to the periphery of 

ksEP 

consciousness" (p. 183). It seems more likely, however, 

that there is never a.time in life and thought when image- 

structures become redundant or peripheral'. Conscihus 

knowledge and understanding can only be achieved through the 
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prbcesses of thought that include image-schemata; metaphor, 
, 

imagining, and reasoning toward abstract concepts. , 

Johnson's theory, as it applies to understanding, can 

be used t6 account for differences in forms of expression by 

rooting 'them in the metaphors which underlie the language 

and culture and which are themselves a reflection of the 

historical, economic, social, institutional, and 

technological realities of that culture. That is to say, 

simply, that a culture without machines could not have a 

body as machine metaphor. It does not imply that the 

culture determines, through its countless metaphors', the 

content and shape of its participants' thought. culture, as 

Geertz tells us, is a context "not a power to which social 

events, behaviours, institutions, or processes can be 

causally attributed" (1984, p. 235). Nor is it a power to 

which individual thought and behaviour can be eaukally 

attributed. Becoming literate in a literate culture is a p 
matter of becoming literate. It requires, that is, that * 

each individual deve1op.a literate consciousness by J 
. - 

% 

acquiring the necessary skills and knowledge in an enabling , ,, 

social context. From the interweaving of Johnson's theory, 

the historico-cultural record, and the research of 

psychologists and sociologists, we see the complexity and 

the contingent narture of literate competencies a q t h e  

manner of their acquisition. In the next and final-chapter, 

we shall consider some examples of a compatible pedagogy. 
- 



Ch&vter Seven 

, E,ncouraqinq L i t eracv  i n  t h e  Classroom 

Achievinq P r a c t i c e  Conqruent w i t h  Theorv 

? 
In troduc t ion  b 

C 

At the beginning,.of this thesis, I noted that the term 

"literacy" has only in the last decade become common in 

educational literature and that the umbrella goal of 
9 

-V 
literacy was implicit rather than explicit in teachers' 

efforts to teach reading and writing. For the various , 

reasons described earlier, literacy has become a much more 

problematic and complex concept. It is no longer associated 
3 

only, or even principally, with acquiring technical skill in 

encdding and decoding language or with the materials and 

technologies of writing and reading. Those skills and the 

availability of materials and technologies continue to be 
i 

the raw material; without them, there is no literacy., But 
1- . 

they no longer define literacy; they have become,, rather, 

the prerequisites of other forms of literacy. 
% 

In their classroom practice, educators are responsible 

for encouraging to the full the intellectual and imaginativk 

capacities of their students. They select materials and 

methodologies which are responsively sensitive to the 

consciousness of their stpdents and the world they inhabit. 
ib 

In deciding on a form of literacy to encourage, they will 



296 

need to recognize that there are alternatives and that each 

alternative has different implications for teaching 

practice. >Few teachers intentionally restrain children's 

learning; few would argue in favour of practices which 

systematically and programmatically prevent children from 

becoming fully literate. That such practices do continue in 

schools and do stand in the ;ay of learning and literacy 

development is well documented (de Castell, Luke, and Luke, 

1989; Goodlad, 1984; Goodman, 1986b, 1988; Smith, 1986). It 

is also the case, however, that teachers are making changes 

and introducing alternative practices that, in important 

ways, reflect current views of literacy and language 

development. They encourage young children to experiment 

with written language as they do when'they are learning 

, + spoken language. They themselves, correspondingly, 

understand attempts to compose in writing as approximations 

to be acknowledged rather than as failures to be corrected. 
Fz * 

Attention to writing across the curriculum has reminded 

teachers of all subjects that understanding the discourse of 

a discipline is integral to learning its factual content and 
- .  

to understanding its concepts. In writing instruction, 

there is a shift in attention to the processes of 

composition both before and as well as attention to the 

product. There is growing awareness_of the impact of social 

interaction and of the value of collaborative learning . 

processes in literacy development. ' 

$ .  

5 .* 

J 



These shifts in practice, however, are currently 

occurring in contexts where they are as likely to be 

neutralized as nurtured. New practices may be attempted 

because they are seen to offer effective alternative 

methods. They may be merely added on to an existing- 

teaching repertoire and used within an existing conceptual 

framework. As such, they offer a choice of strategy which 

makes for variety in teaching but is unlikely to reflect the 
- 

transformation in understanding about learning and teaching 

from which they have been derived. Or, new practices may 

follow from and be congruent with new theories about what is .. 

involved in becoming literate. They are then not merely 
1 

alternatives but constitutive of the theory and inseparable 

from it. On the one hand, the purpose of new teaching 
P 

practices is subverted when its fheoretical basis does not 
z .  2 +- 

underlie their use. The practices lose their impact because 

they are domesticated within the existing school framework. 

On the other, the purpose is congruent with the practice. 

Changed beliefs lead to changes in the framework which then 

supports the new practice. 

Change in practice, in and of itself, lacks sufficient 

.: persuasive power without the articulatipn of corresponding 

theory. The disciplinary perspectives which this thesis 

examines enable us to see more clearly that a strong 

theoretical basis exists for encouraging certain kinds of 
. 2, 

practices over others. In what follows, we shall briefly 
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consider examplesAoE pr<ctic"e which would be compatible with 

the synoptic reading of disciplinary perspectives we have 
- 

undertaken. These practices, I am.suggesting, are both 

compatible with what we have learned and, further, they 

appear likely to foster a critical-transformative literacy. 

We shall look specifically at practices relating to: early 

oral and literate language development; the uses of texts 

and the teaching 6f reading; the uses and functions of 

talking and writing in school; and the social contexts for 
. . 

literacy development. -. 

Early Oral and Literate Lanquaqe Development 
< 

Apart from its artifacts which have both material and .Y 

symbolic meaning and value, an oral culture must be held 

together and transmitted mainly through the spoken word. 

From the example of the Greeks which we examined in some . 
detail and from the examples documented by anthropologists, 

.- 
'-.-it is clear that oral transmission did not imply oral 

recitation, nor indeed oral memorization, of information 

about the culture. It bore no resemblance to Mr. , 

Gradgrind's dispensing-of information about the genus horse. 
I. 

The Greeks drew on natural human capacities to abstract and 

make meaning. The listener-learner acquired cultural 

knowledge through participation in the vicarious experience 

embodied in the epics and dramatized in performance. That ,T 

cultural knowledge could five in the individual imagination 1 
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and be availame for translating and interpreting actual 
. - 

experience in the world. It was acquired-',in similar ways 
__I . 

and had similar effects to the ways we unconscio~sly and - . , .  

naturally acquire all kinds of knowledge that enables us to 

become recognizable members of a particular social group. 

I Young children in all cultures attend creatively to 

oral language in their.envil;onment, make hypotheses about 

it, experiment with it, and learn to use it in socially 

appropriate ways with remarkable speed. They unc~nsciously 

draw on their innate ability to abstract, categorize and 
4 

synthesize in order to make sense. In speaking, they 

integrate within themselves their felt sense of the context 

and its meaning and gradually are able to express their 

grasp and their intentions in words, phrases and sentences 

whichdare understood and responded to by others. As Polanyi 

(cited in Brown, 1988) describes it, the child begins by 

"dwelling in the particulars" (p. 7). Then, he or she makes 

sense through, "an act of comprehension which consists in 

merging our awareness of a set of particulars into our focal 

awareness of their joint significance. Such an act 4s 

necessarily personalt- (p. 7). The child does not need to 

have or to foflow rules, although every child seems 

naturally to recognize and s5ek . - patterns and regularities in 

language. W h G  LJ is significant, of course, is that all 

children, unless impaired, succeed in mastering the language 

in which they are immersed so long as they are given freedom 



and opportunity to learn it. There is good reason to 
,- 

believe that the process of learning written language keed 

not be significantly different from that process of learning 

spoken language. 

In some of the socio-cultural settings we examined in 

earlier chapters, literacy was acquired by natural 

participation in an activity requiring the skills of 

literacy. The onus was on the,individual to figure out how 

to participate. As Shirley Brice Heath observed of the 

Trackton ad;lts who served as teachers, they were responsive 

to questions but did not adjust the level or nature of their 
.. 

conversation to accommodate the children's understanding. 

They had learned from experiende that the children would 

puzzle their way through, attending at different t i k k  to 

different aspeces of the complex language acts they observed . 

and eventually comprehending the whole. The implication for 

teaching, from both Polanyi's theory and Heath's research, 

is that children can and will successfully develop 

strategies for making sense of language. Teachers do not 

need, therefore, to control attention to the particulars, 

nor to sequence them in a certain order, nor to cut language 

into tiny pieces to make it more digestible. The learner 

can and will do that naturally if given the opportunity to 

experiment in an encouraging environment and with language - 
presented "wholeIH as is always the case with non-school 

uses of spoken language. 
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The characteristics which constitute such an 

environment for very young children Jn the primary school 

are well documented in educational literature and I review 

them only briefly here. Children are immersed in the 

written word, aurally and visually. They are presented with 

multiple demonstrations of what reading and,writing are for 

sand how they can be enjoyed. Teachers read a l o M ,  look at ;- '-- .L 

books with children, point to words and pictures, invite . . 

: talk and speculation, and provide- time for independent 

reading. Children learn to write by being allowed to 

experiment with making symbols and by telling their own 

stories, in drawing and talking as well as in writing. The 

teacher in such a setting is not a teacher in the 
-1. i L 

traditional sense of teller. She is, instead, "salient as 

an example" (Biesele, 1986, p. 163) in a literate 

environment. She shows in all her 1Tteractions with the 

children and with texts what it means to be literate and how 

she values literacy.' 
4 

Important messages are transmitted to children by such 

enabling environments at the beginning of their school 

lives.)g~hey lea n that written language is meaningful in f 
the same way that spoken language is meaningful. * .  " They learn 

that they can use writing to express their own thoughts and 

meanings. Indeed, there skems to be a quite straightforward 

re!ationship between the way children are taught to read and 

write and what they understand reading and writing are for. 



In an interesting comparative study of similar groups of 

children, Diane DeFord ( 1 9 8 1 )  collected writing samples from 

three classrooms over a three to six month period. In one 

class, phonics was the dominant mode and focus of 

instruction in reading; in a second class, flash,cdrds to 

develop sight vocabulaq'was the dominant mode. In both 

cases, children's independent writing ref1ecte.d what they 

had been formally taught in reading. The children in the 

phonics class made words with letter sound patterns: "I had 

a gag," "I had a dad," "I had a cat;" In the 

Skills-Look/Say class, children generated sentences by 

substituting known words in known sentence patterns: "Bill 

can run," "Jill can run," "I am Lad," "I am Jill." 

In the third class, the teacher based her work on. 

principles of whole language. The writing in this class was 

quite different from the others.' One child, whose work was 

typical of the group, took on the role of reporter of the 

Iran hostage cri~is and wrote: "Iran is fighting the U.S. 

19 bombers went down. We only have 3 bombers'down .... We 
have droped 9 bombs over Iran the hostges have bean ther to 

C, 

long ..." (Deford, 1981, p. 655). In this case, as in those 

described above, the child's writing reflected the way he 

had been taught to read and write: by looking for meaning, 

hypothesizing, and telling stories in his own words. In 
b 

other words, the children in this class had been encouraged 
- 

to learn about written language in much &he same way as 
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they, and all of us, learn about spoken language: they - . 
3 

discovered its purposes and made sense of it using 

strategies they themselves developed. 

Evidence from research into children's practices 

indicates very strongly that when children are taught to use . 

particular strategies in reading and writing, they all too 

readily give up the strategies they have developed 

independently. They accede to the authority of the teacher 

when their own ways are not acknowledged or confirmed., 
- 

Harste reports, for instance, that children who at ages 

three, four and five had used a wide variety of s tegies "% 
for figuring out words, confined themselves to sounding out 

after just twenty days of being taught phonics. Rather than I 

teach in anticipation of what children might or might not 

need help with, a responsive teacher waits and watches. She 

notices when children experiment. 

She recognizes, for instance, that a sudden eruption of 

capital letters on all nouns, and perhaps verbs as well, 

means the child has noticed and made a generalization about 

the use of capital letters. She congratulates the child and 

might ask, "What made you choose to give those words the 
B 

capital.letters?" She does not show displeasure with all the 

unconventional uses, any more than a mother would refuse to 

respond to a toddler's monosyllabic sentences. Instead, she 

acknowledges the accomplishment and watches for the next 

step. During reading, she might draw attention to 
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capitalized. names and help the child make the connection * 

between what he or she- did in writing w i h  what the author 
- 

of the book has done. She thereby demonstrates that .books 

are sources not only of ideas for stories but also of ways 

of presenting them. At the same time, she affirms the- 

child's learning. 

In enabling environments of that kind, young children 

acquire the necessary technical skills of encoding and 

decoding language but more importantly, they acquire , 

attitudes and understandings about written language which 

have implications for future literacy development. While 

nurturing early years appear to be critical, the application 

of particular teaching techniques has so far produced no 

such consistent results. As Frank Smith has frequently 

pointed out, there is no evidence that one method is better 

than any other or that one approach works for all learners. 

We all know stories of four yea; olds ,who have sat down at 
- 

the'dinner table one night and read newspaper headlines 

aloud to an astonished family, just as we know of adults who 

only haltingly sound out simple words. Early experience 

lays the ground for mature literacy and, as I indicated 

earlier, the edbcational literature offers much well 

documented research describing what that ground should be 

like. 

Rather more problematic, however, are the relations 

between the skills of reading, writing, thinking, and 



learning, as they are taught and experienced in school, and 

the acquisition of knowledge. These relations become an 
L 

issue in teaching from the intermediate levels of schooling 

B upward when children are expected to acquire the knowledge 

and skills that will enable them to developas individual 
- 

hu.man beings and as active participants and renewers of the 

culture. The cultural knowledge they are intended to learn 

through the school curriculum will come principally from 

texts. The kinds of relation children have with those texts 

will have significant consequences for their literacy 

development. 

Uses o f . ~ e x t s  and the.Teachinq of Readinq 

- Texts come to be used and valued according to the 

purposes they are seen to serve in any given social context. 

In the early Middle Ages, texts were used mainly for 

administrative and religious purposes, thus were valued 

particularly by those in authority. With time and 

increasing economic and social diversity, the uses of texts 

proliferated among all seqrcents of the population and, 

correspondingly, the value assigned to them varied. But 

uses and forms tend not so much to die out or be replaced as 

to be appropriated for specialized conditions or serve as a 

step toward newly developed alternatives. The diversity of 

forms and multiplicity of uses which characterize the place 

of texts in contemporary Western culture raise issues for 



their educational purpose and use in schools. That is to 

say, given the wide range of possible types and purposes, 
-- 

what kinds ofpexts should be used,. hbw should they be used, 
.' 

and for what purposes? What makes educational sense? 

We live in a time when some written forms of expression 
d 

are increasingly competing with, if not being superseded by, 

visual media. Ours is an age characterised by what Walter 

Ong (1983) has termed "secondary orality." Arguments for 

the use of literate forms must therefore contend with the 

realities of what appear to be non-literate, or as Suzanne 

de Castell (1990) has termed it, "post-literate," means of 

expression. I cannot attempt to deal here with the 

implications >f post-literacy. Nevertheless, the 

implications to be drawn from this thesis for uses 05';texts 

and the teaching of reading are suggested here with that 

context in mind. 

An assertion of this thesis is that a function of 

literacy has been the development of multiple forms of 

textual expression, thus multiple ways of understanding the 

world and interpreting hum* experience. That development 

was achieved as an outcome of certain kinds of relation of 

readers with texts which themselves evolved. It was 

apparent in the path we traced through the cultural history 

that the way texts were used and valued was continually - 

transformed in different social contexts. For several 

hundred years following the decline of the Roman Empire, 
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much period writing was used mainly as a means of indirect 

communication and appears to have been similar in pattern to 

speech. Reading involved deciphering the code and 

recovering the language as it had been spoken. Later on, 

texts came to be seen as embodying truth and knowledge and 

were regarded as objects to be interpreted. Unambiguous 

speech became transformed inko ambiguous text. During the 

Reformation, critical texts emerged from interpretive 

readings and were identified with authors speaking from . 
- 

positions that articulated alternative ways of seeing 

commonly experienced phenomena. Reading itself became a 

critical activity. As we look back on that development, it 

is apparent that.each mode of reading constituted a step or 

stage upon which later approaches tc texts depended. At 

this time, to be fully literate means being able, as and 

when it is necessary, to decipher, interpret, and criticize 

t 2xt. 

Becoming literate, until the introduction of 

compulsory schooling with its aim of universal literacy, 

usually meant being immersed in the literate forms of 

expression which accumulated around particular human 

pursuits--whether they were literary, scientific, 

commercial, political, or indeed, as in the Middle Ages, 

heretical. Outside of school, such pursuits occur in 

contexts that give them meaning and concreteness. Multiple 

and distinctive forms of literate expression flow out of 
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those contexts as they are experienced, known, and . . 

interpreted by individual participants. In schools, such 
- 

-- 
pursuits and their cgntexts are .intended to be simulated 

through the curriculum so that children may be prepared for 

their actual participation later on as adults. In schools, - 

however,~the forms of literate expression are seldom very 

varied. Indeed, the principal literate evidence of the 

pursuit is of-n only a textbook--often indeed, only a 

single text--and the tkacher's interpretation of it. The 

verbalizations-pf the learner are expected at least to 

approximate those of that textbook if not repeat them. The 

relation of the reader to the text is thus commonly that of 

code-translator and consumer. Rarely is the learner called 

upon to interpret or criticize. In the code-translation 

relation, what is not requiped and what is missing for the 

learner is participation in all that lies beneath the text 

. . and that contributed to its being made. In order to develop - 

complex literacy, teaching practice must somehow enablq the 

student to enter and experience a context for the text and 

its subject matter in order to understand it,'and further, 

to integrate it within his or her own consciousness. From 

@ that integration, this thesis implies, a critical, 

transformative literacy can develop. 

What constitutes a context for a.t&t?- Fro$ the point 

of view of the individual learner-reader,.part of the 

context for learning something new will be that individual's 
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past and present, concrete or vicarious I P 

, - 

science experiment or an account of the discovery of DNA; a 

tour of Dachau or The Diarv of Anne Frank. The older the 

stude.nts are, the more they are expected to think without 

the provision or reinforcement of concrete points of 

reference. As time and opportunities in school for concrete 

experience diminish, texts become increasingly important. 

They provide, as Madeleine Grumet (1988, )  describes it, 
, 

"virtual not actual experience ... a field of symbols, 
abstra~t in the sciences, particular in the arts, for 

contact with the world" (p. 1 2 ) .  
-. 

Whether texts constitute all or part of the context, 
0 

the nature and quality of the text itself has significant 

consequences for tJe effects of .that contact--for the 

breadth, variety, and characteristics of the mental 

landscape of the reader-learner. We md$ recall in this 

context the findings and conclusions of Scribner and Cole 

( 1 9 7 7 )  about Vai literacy. They noted that being able to 

read and write Vai did not produce the cognitive skills 

associated with akphabetic literacy. They concluded that 

since Vai litera~y was literacy "without education," the. 

cognitive effects claimed for literacy were in fact effects 

of schooling. By education, they meant that the contents of 

literate expression were not constructed so as to "open 

doors to vicarious experience, new bodies of knowledge or 

new ways of thinking about major life problems" (p. 238) or 



to conceptual, analytical thought. That is to say, the 

texts themselves did not demonstrate the kinds of cognitive 
m . , , -? 

activity associated with alphabetic Literacy. Schooling, r .  - 

they suggest, teaches relations to text requiring formal 

abstract, analytical thinking. Schooled literates are - .  .; 
differentiated from Vai literates by the kinds of thinkding 

processes they develop. The implication for teaching is 
,- 

that to engender critical -literacy, teachers will want to 

select texts which ark capable of providing an experience of 

it and to teach in a mknner consistent with the relation 

n, 
/I 

between reader and text that they intend to foster. 
- 

Texts not capable of providing that experience are, 

from the perspective of literacy development, impoverished; 

impoverished texts will not furnish minds with the necessary 

material and relations that can live in the imaginatign as 

"virtual experience". of li-terate activity. In this 

category, I would put those texts which almost eliminate the 

possibility of interpretation by reducing vocabulary, 

sentence length, conceptual content and-a-iguity to minimal 

levels in pursuit of ease of decoding ' m d  comprehension. 

Such characteristics have been common in basal readers 

(Goo@an, 1986a) and in elementary social studies and 
1 

science texts. They attempt to make :their contents 

accessible on a linguisftic level rather than compose those 

contents to appeal to the learner's mode of understanding 

(see Egan, i988; 1989). Basal readers with carefully 
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controlled vocabblary, and sentences and their accompanying 

wsrkbsoks have focused on teaching reading skills to be , 

. .a 

applied, someday, to real reading rather than allow children 

learn to read through reading. Typical science and social 
0 

studies texts, particularly when used .as the principal 

source of subject knowledge not merely its verbal rl r ,  

, 

- -I 

abstraction, are wholly inadequate to stimulate the 

/imagination and build a mentab landscape. Concepts are 

presented as facts to be memorized. The text offers no 
4s 

elaborated contexts from which tq derive concepts and in 

which to locate facts. The reader's interpretive and higher 

order comprehension ski.11~ are unnecessary. 

Texts which are complex and capable of being 

interpreted rather than merely consumed, not only convey 

information or facts but, more importantly for literacy 

development, the9 themselves tekh the ways of structuring, -. 
\ 

I .  

patternihg and relating features of that information. - .  

Reading theorists and researchers have shown-that through 

reading and listening to genuinely literary texts, for 

instance,-readers acquire tacit knowledge of narrative 

structure and literary discourse ( Meek, 1982 ;  Wells, 1 9 8 2 ;  

Heath, 1 9 8 3 ) .  Other research-suggests that children do not 

need simplified versions of stories they want to read and 

indeed, that versions which do not match their expectations 

- of stories are in fact more difficult for them to 

'understand, even when they have undergone some 



simplification treatment (Fox, 198*5p Simon, 1988). 

Texts which are unintelligible to the reader are no 

more conducive to literacy development, of course, than 

impoverished ones. Intelligibility, however, has to do with 

a complex of factors comprising all the features of the 

text, the knowledge, intentions, attitudes and experience of 

the reader, and the relationships and purposes in the 

reading situation. It is the latter, reader characteristics 

and reading situation which have commonly been ignored in 

the making of sc A o k s .  In consequence, as ndted 

above, in as th elementary school, texts have a 
been grwtly sim her settings, such as the 

ed almost exclusively as 

riate disciplinary terminology. 

School textbooks have not been expected to teach the 

discourse of the discipline nor represent %he structures of 
- _ 

thought necessary for its pfoduction. The teaching methods 

which follow from the epistemological stance of such texts 

tend to reflect the nature of the text: methods rely on 

memorization rather than on appr&ches which develop 

understanding. They tend not to encourage processes of 

knowledge construction which depend on the interiorization 

of knowledge. 

How texts are read, beyond literal decoding, includes 
.. - 

, , 

the purposes,-set for reading. To achi-eve literacy, one of 
% 

those &&ises bf reading is to make meaning for ourselves 



by means of the ways of grasping the world that is ahown to 

us in texts, just as we also observe and listen to make 

meaning of the world by means of the ways it is shown to us 

in talk and action. Expecting the reader to make meaning 

presupposes intentional learning. As Bereiter and 

Scardamalia ( 1 9 8 7 )  have noted, activating learners' 

intentions is important in developing high literacy. 

Teaching practice needs therefore to take account of ways to 

engage student intentions. One indication of intention is 

\ that the learner has questions to bring t-b'?e&ding. 

Genuine questions, questions that arise from curiosity. 
v 

-;'indicate a need and desire to know or understand as well as 

the existence of a mental framework within which to locate 

answers. Such questions are quite distinct from questions 

to test understanding that are constructed by the teacher or 

present in the text or teachers' manual or composed by 

students to test each other. They indicate attitudes and, 

as Neil Postman ( 1 9 8 5 )  puts it, "To ask [questions] ia to 

break the spell" (p. 161). They are genuine questions.in 

the sense that they arise from c'uriosity %bout a subject. 

Students about to read and or learn about a topic might thus. 

be invited to reflect on what they already know and think 

about the topic and to raise questions on the basis of those 

reflections. While the reading and learning will and ought 

to raise new questions, the fact that the learner approaches 
$ - 

material with his or her own questions helps to make the 



reading purposeful. Both the questions and the subsequent 

~earch for information or ideas must, however, be seen to be 

genuine. The teacher who invites questions but in fact 

disregards them turns a principle of theory-based practice . . 

into a technique. 
p% 

When concrete experience is seen to be needed as 

of the context for learning students are eig&ed in "hat 
\ 

are referred to as "hands-on", experiential kinds of 

learning. Hands-on activities do const,rpct a context for 

knowledge being pursued, but they day accomplish only part 

oc the contextualizing task. They reflect the truth that we 
~. - .  

remember by doing. They tend to ignore, however, the 
/ 

equally significant truth, that, Ibsen put it ,:,'tLt is not 
. -  -, 

our experience that matters, but we understand it." 

Children engaging in experience of knowledge by doing 

science experiments, depicting historical scenes in 

dioramas, or actinb out scenes from novels, will indeed 

remember what they did. The meaning of the experience and 

how it is understood, however, are all too readily 

appropriated from the child when the text or the teachek 
&$ 

.zs 

provide the language for it. When children copy notes from 

the board, fill blanks on worksheets, or answer factual 
I 

questions, they record decontextualized information which 

they may later be required to recall. The tasks of 

observing, selecting, connecting, and ordering what is worth 

recalling have been done by the teacher or text. The 



student's spontaneous observing, abstracting, reflecting, 

and verbaliz'ing of the activity are nullified as part of 

what counts in class. 9 

Supplying the language is supplying a means of 

understanding an experience. Supplying only one expression 

of understanding from a single-inadequate text may well 

impede, not foster, literacy development. It may thwart 

. learners from bringing their own language and understan-ding 

to the experience and may encourage dependence on the 

authority of that text. To fulfil needs for a critical 

literacy, texts must not be treated as repoqitories of 

truths to be acquired, nor as mere sources o h  facts and 
1 > 

I Q' ' terminology. Texts offer interpretations and images that 
" C 

may extend our vision of the real and the possible; they are 

means with which to think about the wopld. Students must be 
p' 

,. ' 5  exposed to multiple examples of ways selecting, 

organizing and bxpressing a common body of information. 

Teachers working on a topic like photosynthesis, for L ,  
instance, might select four or flve explanatory accounts for 

students to read. Because each will approach the topic 

somewhat differently, each offers an alternative lens 

through which to examine the same phenomena. Further, each 

is an example of alternative discourse choices. Each thus 

illustrates the latitude in expression conventional for the 

subject and form, a latitude often not realized by students 

confined to the use of a single text. 



Although the use of several texts attests to the 

existence of intelligible and accegtable alternikive 

presentations, the texts must also be read as authors' 

compositions and thus as subjects for interpretation. 

Teaching practices will invite students to notice 

similarities and differences, to speculate about the reason 

for authors' choices in details or sequence, to comment on 

images or ideas effectively expressed, to question what they 

do not understand, and to compare what the texts say with 
,. 

- '.what they have noticed or experienced themselves. In so 

doing, they may extend and transform their understanding of 

themselves and the world by means of the text. Mbulelo 

Mzamane (1982), in Children of Soweto, illustrates the 

. ~. constructive power of such interaction with texts in his 

account of reading Afrikaans texts in school: 

Pakade also taught us to relate literature to our 

everyday experiences and to our conditions as 

~fricans. We applied what we read to assess the 

attitudes of others towards us and their own 

assumptions~about themselves. It amazed me to 

discover just how much of a writer's most hidden 

prejudices can filter through essentially literary 

material, like the angle from which he chooses to 

approach his subject, the thoughts and words he 

puts into his characters, even through the 

unspoken word, the suppressed thought, the 



invented emotions. We had the feeling of 

infiltrating 'deep into enemy territory and came 

back with our heads bulging with new insights. 

The most ridiculous African characters in 

Afrikaans novels were made to look what they 

really were, lampoons in very poor t,aste ... Always 
the African character in these novels, whether in 

exotic tribal regalia or ill-fitting Western 

dostume, came through as a being with whom we had 

nothing in common, except the colour of our skins 

(p. 6 - 7 ) :  

Such interpretive activity with texts requires the 
/ 

student to explore the discourse features of t,he text as 

well as its factual or conceptual content. Such active 

rather than passive reading helps to achieve literacy 

through what Fromrne calls a b e i n g  rather than h a v i n g  mode of 

learning; it corresponds to Geertz's (1983) observation 

cited earlier that "to set out to deeo~struct Yeats' 

imagery, absorb oneself in black holes.. .-,is to take on a 

cultural frame....Those roles we think to occupy turn out to 

be minds we find ourselves to have" (p. 155). That is, it 

encourages the process hy which individual minds are 

populated by the ideas an(-. concepts particular to textual 

forms of cultural knowledge. That knowledge is not only 

retrievable as items of information, equivalent to a h a v i n g  

mode of knowing; it is also a framework or landscape in 



which those ideas live and develop, thus have their being 
and constitute ways of comprehending. 

As we think bazk over the multiple examples of , 

processes of literacy acquisition that have been offered in 

the historical accounts and in the sociological and 

psychological studies referred to in this thesis, we see 

that the interiorization of literacy is not distinct from 

the interiorization of knowledge. Acquiring the knowledge 

has meant, additionally, acquiring the modes of discourse. 

The characteristics of the discourse can probably be 

acquired mainly through reading, but habits of critical 

assessment and reflection on the knowledge which the 
' , 

discourse embodies are unlikely to occur spontaneously. One 

of the ways in which knowledge can be transformed is through 

its expression in certain kinds of talk and writing. 

Talk and the Development of Literacy 

When we think about becoming literate, we refer to 
> 

developing abilities to read and write. Both of these 

activities are commonly done alone and in silence. .Indeed, 

the solitariness and silence of reading and writing are 

among the conditions which fostered a literate relation to' 

the world. Talk with others, however, has a critical role 

to play in their development. It is not simply that 

historically and developmentally spoken language precedes 

written, and, from the standpoint of pedagogy, offers us a 

model for learning the written. Despite the implications of 



phrases like "transition to literacy, " the relationship 

between the oral and visual for the purposes of literacy 

development appears to be neither linear nor hierarchical. 

In this section, we shall examine what implicatons we can 

take from the thesis for the characteristics of interaction 

between the oral and visual and consider how that 

interaction translates in the classroom into uses of'.talk 

for literacy development. 
. . 

As literate persons, we are at.a disadvantage when we 
\ 

. . .. . 

try to imagine oral language without writing. We have ', ' -  

difficulty thinking about a word simply as a sound, so 

accustomed are we to its visual, alphabetic representation. 

We have to remind ourselves that language is a pattern of 

sounds which an alphabet merely transcribes. Although we 

know that to read a word, we have to sound it out, we have 

to remind ourselves that we sound it out to recover its 

meaning, The word "bird," for instance, brings an image to 

mind only when it is said; its visual configuration of 

letters bears no resemblance to the object to which it . '  

refers. Even the meaning, we have to remind ourselves, is 

not in the word and its sound, but in the human mind, 

individual and collective. The Greek alphabet, with its 

precise analysis of sounds made it possible to produce a 

visual representation of spoken language and thus of 

thought. Paradoxically, its exactness, intensified in its 

effects by such developments as standardization ~ f . . ~ r i n t  and 



distinctively literate conventions, has distanced written 

symbols from their origin as sounds and from the sou.rce of 

their meaning. Thus, we are able to,-+&k , . .  about spoken and 
< .  - 

written language as if "spoken" and "written" designate 

alternative modes of pression of a system that exists 

outside of that expression. Convenient as it may be to make 

a bistinction, it obscures the oral foundations of literacy.< . 

To recall %he nature of those foundations and their relation. 
, 

to literacy, we begin with a brief look back to the 

character*istics of oral transmission of culture. In the 
6: 

oral culture of ancient Greece, participatory enactments 

were the means by which cultural knowledge was transmitted. 

Performances dramatized cultural knowledge, belieis and 

values in rhythm, rhyme and story, embedding in the oral 

consciousness the narratives that would hold the society 

together. For the learners, the participatory experience 

was a pleasurable one. It appealed, as we saw in Chapter 
e 

One, to all the senses:_ it was a holistic experience, a 

harmony of body and mind; it bound listeners together, 

immersing them in unifying sound. Learning meant "achieving 

close, empathetic, communal identification with the known" 

(O- ig ,  1983, p. 46). Using sound in song and chant and 

inducing such empathetic identification were effective ways 

of teaching. They continue to be part of teachers' 
9 

practical repertoires: primary children love to chant 

rhymes and every teacher knows that singsong repetitions 



help memorization. Stories cast spells; choruses of carols 
. u \ 

" .- r .  

make us weep. Through mask and mime, we slip into other 

bodies, glimpse other minds. While these techniques 

persist, they tend to be at the edges of the curriculum. 

Story, song and drama in s c b d  are more commonly seen as 

modes of performance or as dispensable additions to serious 

teaching than understood as having powerful psychological 

effects conducive to learning. (For a fuller discussion, 

see Egan, Primary Understanding, 1988.) 

From the perspective of literacy development, however, 
1 

it is not only the particular form of 'expression that is 

significant in the node of teaching in an oral culture. -: 

Although students might enjoy learning about the hu.man , .  

skeleton through songs like "Dem  ones," for instance,--they I ,  

are unlikely thereby to acquire conventional biol~gical 

knowledge and discourse. To enable learning and foster 

literacy, we can draw on the characteristics of oral 

transmission in other forms of eqressidn and for purposes 

which will involve texts. From Chapter One, we recall that 

the oral mode of transmission was characteristically 

empathetic and participatory rather than objectively 

distanced. It engaged the emotions. It encouraged an 

identification of listener and speaker. As Ong (1983) 

observed, it was redundant or copious because "repetition of 

the just-said, keeps both speaker and hearer surely on the 

track" (p. 40). It "never exists in a simply verbal 



. 322 ..- 
context, as a written yord does. Spoken words are always 

modification: of a total existential situation, which always 

gngages the body" (p. 40)?- '  It was thus situational, not 

abstract. It was spontaneously composed. These 

characteristics indicate a relation to what is being learned 

which did not simply die out with the spread of writing and 

the increase in use of texts. Transposed onto texts, the 
r 

habits and characteristics of orality were and continue to 

be essential to the interiorization, as Ong (1983) calls it, 

and development of literacys tKey reclaim the source of 
t 

meaning and the sound of language from the abstraction and 

silence of text; they assert a continuity rather than a 

dichotomy between implicit, tacit, situational knowledge and 
- J 

'1' explicit textual knowledge. I 

In face to face encounters, both speaker and listener 

are bound in a context resonant with social and affective 

messages which affiyanimg. As we speak, we react and 

communicate with our senses as well with our minds; we feel 

and transmit emotions and attitudes. As others respond to ' *  

4 ... 
us, we not only learn what they think and feel from their % , . -  

< 

explicit expression3ut we unconsciously form our sense of 

ourselves and construct our own meaning. Talk, therefore, 

engages us in an immediate, concrete, participatory, 

emotionally charged experience that is full of meaning. -, 

Although usually spontaneous and thus improvised, talking 

with others is a form"of drama; through talking, we enact 



a 

-: : <:w 
- ,  
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what we are thinking. While talk is not normally linked to 

deliberate effort to teach something, those who participate 
i 

in the drama of talk are learning. What is learned and what - 
_ *  . 

remembered will dependson features of the drama which are 

implicit: the intensity of the talk, the emotional tenor, 

the degree of commitment to its subject matter, and the , , 

v 

kinds of responses it elicits. As teachers who want to . 
'-= - 

transmit kno&ledge and must therefore influence what is 

learned, we need to encourage the kinds of talk productive 

of the kinds of learning and thinking we wish to encaurgge. - - 

Any situation of talk contextualizes the subject-matter - g s  

of that talk for its participants, establishing mental 

images of the patterns of the relationship between speakers 

and between speakers and the subject matter. What kind of 

talk encourages critiaal, transformative literacy? In the 

previous section, we considered the limitatipns of learning 

from a single text. Reliance on teacheys' ectures i 
similarly restricts learning by restricting, or even 

preventing, the use of talk to dramatize learning. The 

teacher's lecture is a single voice. When teachers stand in 

front of the class and deliver their version of the text, in 

their own words, they do what learners n&d to do: they say 

what has made sense to them; they construct patterns; they 

rearrange and reshape to explain the material in a different 

way. By offering an alternative to the text, they present 

' the material from two angles. Perhaps theiralternative 



will be better attuned to what students are 
,. . . , .. 

likely to .-- . 

understand. But the delivery pattern in which teachers talk 

and students listen locates the authority of the teacher in 
i 

the sdbstance of what- he or' she knows.   he teacher mediates 
.- r r .. h 

between student and text; she intervenes to-explain, to fill 
li- 

out the text with examples and illustrations, speaking f o ~  
e. , , 

W "  
fl 

'' the text- and as the text. Students use talk to report and 
1 -. 

recall in response to teachers' questions. On the one hand, 

the teacher performs for the students; on the other, the 

students for the teacher. Tfie exchange follows a matketing- 

commodity schema: performance for attention and knowledge % 

for grades; and a container schema: knowledge of the 

subject fits within certain boundaries and is quantifiable. 

Students are not thereby engaged in the kind of talk about 

the material which reflects the inquiring and exploratory 

stance essential to critical literacy. Neither what the 

teacher does by such means nor what the students do makes 
- i 

explicit the provisional nature of knowing. - 

In order -to foster literacy, more talk in the classroom 

needs to resemble a genuine dialogue about the material to 

be learned. In dialogue, there will be no single voice 

presenting fully digested,and ordered facts, concepts or 

ideas. In dialogue, the discussion bears no resemblance to 

barren teacher-led, question-answer sessions which too often 

pass for discussion in English and history classes. The 

discussion is exploratory and inquiring, as muah a search 
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for questions as for answers. It is multi-layered and 

multi-textured, woven from interpolated and connected 

fragments. It develops and moves responsively to yhat has 

alreqdy been voiced, acknc&ledging by elaborating and 

extending. It is driven by its participants' grasp of 

emerging ideas and thoughts and by their intentional 

participation in its development. Through such dialogue, 

ideas are listened to and debated. Students are cal)<ed upon 
- ** 

t~ think about and rethink what they haveasaid. In 
L w 

expressing views and challenging those of others, they . fl 
define to themselves what they think and unders-y 

identify gaps in their logic..& factual knowledge; they 

rearrange what they previously knew in light of what they 

have learned. -." 

Teacher-lectures tend, like texts, to bypass the 
. . 

process by which meaning is made. Teachers do not reveal 

their own processes of coming to know, with all their half- 

starts, false trails, uncertainties, tentativeness-, sudden 
Y 

insights and persistentisearching. They share what they 

have learned, not how they learned, nor what it means to 
, ,. * .. 

learn. They exploit the potentials of orality-to .w - 

demonstrate a container message about . . texts: that books --... 

have knowledge. -.I.n oral cultures, the container was a human 

being who could pass on his knowledge only througn personal 

contact. To learn was to be in intimate relation with what 

he knew. When teachers present themselves as alternative 

'4  



'texts, they may be able to foster an intimat&?Pelation 

between the students and what they know'but are un4ikely to 

foster literate habits and attitudes. Students' answers to 

questions are dips into the container to pick the right 

package. They play the "guess what the teacher wants" game 

to which sociologists have drawn attention in recent decades 

(Barnes, 1971, 1976; Stubbs, 1980, 1983). It is a game well 

learned and learned early in school partly because it is 

s i t u q d  in a concrete, oral context which implicitly 

afflrms it. It demonstrates patterns from which 

participants will derive meanings for their relationship to 

school and textual discourse.) Talk which dramatizes 
, * 

learning through dia16gue demonstrates different patterns. 

The sgtuation of such dialogue, with its exploratory, 

intentioned talk constitutes a rich sensory experience with 
, .. 

a narrative structure. There are characters; a plot, a line , - : -  

of development, however wavering, a setting, a mood, a theme 

or main idea and perhaps even some Kind of closure. It is 

thus the kind of experience that can live in the memory. A 

single feature of the images or the narrative can help to 

recall specific details of the discussion itself: what was 

said, who said it, how and why it was said, and what it 

meant. 

Perhaps most significantly for the acquisition of 

disciplinary knowledge, dialogue enables students to use new 
-., 3 

terminology and discourse structures in the course of 



meaning-making activity. Spoken words belong to us, are of 

us, and come out of us. When students integrate into their 

own language the discourse of the knowledge they are trying 

to acquire and they spontaneously compose that discourse to 

explain or clarify ideas, they are bound to their own words 

in a concrete-affective as well as abstract-rational 

relation. Through dialogue, they become identified with the 

words and the words with them. They, as speakers, are 
- .  . . -. 

affirmed as the source of meaning when their -words are open 

to negotiation and they can respond with " ~ 6 1 1 ,  what I mean 
+ 

is..." and "No, but. .." and rephrasej extend and elaborate 
on what . they , have said. In so doing, they develop an 

intimate relation with the words and ideas they are in the 

process of making their own: "I speak the world; I own it". 

In the context of the classroom, they also offer their 

listeners alternative ways of expressing ideas and 

understanding of the same topic as do alternative texts. 

In trying to encourage this talking to learn in the 

classroom, teachers know that at first stu'dents will 

probably use new discourse clumsily and inappropriately. 

But demonstrating the dialogue is particularly important in 

school for students whose age or experience prevents their 

having become accustomed to Learning from text in the way 

they unconsciously learn from lived experience. They will 

internalize as new schema the characteristzcs of 

interpretive and critical activity as enacted in talk: the 



concrete reality' will be internalized as psychological 

reality. In its movement, the concrete activity resembles 

the process of composing by an individual writer and enacts 

that process as a reflective search out of which texts 

\y' emerge and meaning is made. It dramatizes the fact that, as 

Ong ( 1 9 7 7 )  puts it, "writing is permanently and ineluctably 

grounded [in orality]" (pi 7 7 ) .  

.- 

Writinq and the Development of Literacy 

Since readinq.and speaking contribute so significantly 
I 

1 

to the development of literacy, and certain literate habits 

of thought can be acquired without the technical skills of 

writing, it miuht seem that the actual act of writing could 

be by-passed as unnecessary or at least left to those few 

who choose to do it, whose so-called."learning style" is 

verbal, or who seem to have a talent with words. In the 

preceding sections on the role of talk and text in 

development of literacy, we looked at the kinds of ~rac'tices 
1 

that enable us to be socialized into literacy. In this 

section, we consider the implications of the thesis for how 

writing can be understood, used, and taught in order to 

foster the development of individual literate capacities. 
i. 

It was apparent in the path we traced through the 

cultural history that the way writing was used and valued 

was continually being transformed. But of the many uses and 

p u r p o s w l y  none has entirely disappeared. Like the 



Sumerians, we still write things down to help our mempries 

and keep records: we make lists of people, goods and dates 

and transactions. Like Herodotus, we write about the world 

and human experience of it: we write to remember and to 

recall; like Augustine and Montaigne, we write to explain 
* 

and clarify; and, like the clerics and philosophers, tBhe 

scientists and poets, we write to compose and construct a 
. , 

view of the world. What this - thesis implies, however, is 

that this last use of writing is indispensable to the 

individual's acquisition of a critical, transformative 

literacy. It also seems apparent that for the individual to 

become literate, it is not enough to read and talk about 
% - 

others' texts. The evolutibn of literacy has depended not 
I 

on readers but on writers. 

y We recall that with the advent of print came the 

increased availability of texts and the spread of literacy. 

The conversations of the cloister, laboratory, publishing 

house, and coffee shop were relocated in texts. In the 

early days of journals and periodicals, as well as of texts 

in the emerging science-related disciplines, the readers of 

one issue were likely to be writers in thq next. Writers 
" - _  

engaging with other writers in formal and public 

conversations about matters of mutual interest, developed a 

critical discourse around those matters. The obvious point 

to be noted here is that the active participants in those 

conversations, the writers not'the readers, developed a 



multiplicity of textual forms; writers, not readers, 
t 

developed the highly specialized knowledge and discourse of 

the scholarly disciplines. By writing, individuals 

participated in the exchange and development of new systems 

of thought and ideas in texts. As readers, they had to 

understand and interpret what they read; as writers, they 

had to examine what they themselves thought in relation to 

what they knew and what they had read. As they wrote, they 

: articulated and reflected upon and thus in a sense 

discovered their own visions and versions as they made them. 

They recomposed, rearranged, reordered, modified, added, 

deleted; as Pat D'Arcy (1990) would put it, they re- 

presented in new form and thus transformed what they knew; 

they both learned and made knowledge through writing. 

From the evidence presented to us by sociologists ana 

psychologists, as well as the evidence that we have from our 

everyday experience of writing, we know that being aule to 

encode language and follow conventions of style and usage 

are only the first steps toward entering the intertextual . . 

conversation that is implied in a transformative, critical" 

concept of literacy. While it is apparent from.the 

explosioi of know1,edge in many fields over this century that 

certain people have become 22terate in this sense, it is ' 

also the case that common practice in school has not 

encouraged this literacy. Writing in school is most 

commonly associated with demonstrating learning. Writing 



usually occurs after learning is'assumed to have taken 
Q 

place. It serves to inform the teacher and the student of 
Y 

4 
what is known. .It serves thereby as a test of both teaching 

and learning. Used to refer t: such purposesf the word 

"writing" actually refers to the "what is,writtenM and thus 

available for scrutiny, not to the activity of composing 
- e-'5 , 

which produced it. Students write reports, answers tl-bc-essay 

questions, summaries, and literary analyses and teachers 

evaluate them. Writing that is used almost exclusively for 

the purpose of testing what is known encourages a mechanical 

view of writing and what we might call a "dump-truck" view 

of learning: students go from class to class picking up 

loads of chemistry, physics, literature and history which 

they off-load at the end of term and promptly forget. 

Whatever they have learned is as easily discarded as 

clothes. It seldom changes the way they see the world. It 

tends to be learning as having, not learning as being. 

Writing merely records rather than constitutes what has been 

learned. The written product is an end product; it closes 

"rather than opens the door to thought, reflection, and 

transformation of understanding. 

Underlying the use of writing to record what is known 

is the assumption that writing, or the text, is only an 

outward expression of what has already been learned or 

thought. The implication'to be drawn from this thesis, 

however, is that the activity of writing, like talking, can 



be a composing process which intertextual conversations have 

developed into a learning process. It is a means by which 

the writer can constitute his or her ideas and understanding, 

in visible liqguistic form and can remove them, because 

written, from the immediate consequences of action and 

thereby have them available as possibilities to consider and 

reflect upon. In speaking and interacting with other 

persons in the world, we spontaneously and often 

unconsciously change our minds about matters both trivial 

and significant. We pick up information or cues that lead 

us to revise what we say or think or do. Whether we 

transfer a similar responsive, reflective process to our 

writing depends largely on our'view of what writing is for .a 

and where it comes from. As suggested above, writing linked 

to a dump-truck view of learning tends to be a,mechanical 

and arduous task. In schcml, it seems mainly a means to . = - .  - - 

save time since teachers cannot interview all students 

individually to check on what they know. For the students, 

writing in a mechanical way to transcribe what they remember 

of what they have read or been told may aid the memory or 

.serve as a route to a grade. It is not a creative, 

generative act. The writing does not appear to come from or 

be constructed by the mind or person of the writer. It is 

not under,stood as a representation of that person's 
c. 

experience and understanding of 'the subject. 

What teaching writing in a manner that attends to 



process has accompliskied is to provide a structure which 

encourages a change in that view. Research in composition 

over the past two or three decades has drawn attentidn to 

the processes that writers commonly go through when they are 

producing a text. It is perhaps not coincidence that we.can 

see rough parallels between the steps or stages individual 
i 

writers describe and the historical development of uses of , 

3 . . 
writing. Prior to actual composition, a prewriting stage 

occurs in the writing process where notes are taken, ideas 

recorded, and data gathered. Its purposes and 
7 

characteristics correspond to the predominantly recording 

and transcribing period in the centuries following the 

dissolution of the Roman Empire. The drafting stage 

corresponds roughly to the interpretive period of the later 

Middle Ages. Data are examined for what they mean and for 

their possible relations. They are drafted into a form 

which represents a tentative statement of understanding. 
.I 

The revisibn stage corresponds to the period during and 

following the Reformation and Renaissance when texts were 

not only interpreted but criticized from within particular 

frames of reference. Established views here challenged and 

revised in light of new information, knowledge and 

experience and were re-presented in new forms. Although 

Scribner and Cole (1977) questioned the nee&to 'recapitulate 

in the individual the capacities historically achieved in 

the culture, research on composing indicates that writers do 



indeed move through 'these stages, although not necessarily 
4 

or even usually in a strict linear progression. 

  he role of the teacher in this process is to 

demonstrate how it is' done and what it means. ~eachers will 
- 

need, as they are increasingly doing in response to the . . . ,  . 

burgeoning research on composing, @o be conscious of 

attitudes and strategies which enable students to u* 
'Z 

writing creatively. and generatively. By allywing time for a 

' piece of writing to be developed and accommodating a 

sequence that zncludes , drafting, response, 
- 

- ,  P 

revision, and editing, they acknowledge the author engaged 

in an activity of making. For the student, the process 
2 

includes assuming authorship and looking back on what he or 

she has written by entering it into *he public domain of the 

classroom. It prompts an inquiring, questioning, probing 

and speculative attitudes toward what is written. It 
d 

demonstrates that writing is a means of opening, not closing 
i *~ 

off discussiop. and thought. 
>. . 

If process is understood as techniques rather than 

attitudes, however, it can become empty and rigid. Marching 

through required s$ep,s of the process over a week with 

preparation or prewriting on M0nda.y to editing on Friday, at 

best liberates the student from the muse syndrome and at 

worst tiivializes and devitalizes the. complex activity of 
3.2 

composing. In order to become literate, students need to be 

able to use the advantages that writing affords :them over 



speaking and to respond as actively to their own texts as I 

have suggested above tkp-they zi" respond to the texts of 

others. They need to write in order to separate themselves 1 -  

. a 

from what is in their minds and to realize their \ 

understanding in concrete, visible form on the page or 

screen. Thus displayed, it becomes available to them for 

contemplation. It becomes an object in a textuaL-form which 

can be linked to others' texts and inserted, when shared, in 

an ever-expanding .network of ideas. Si~ce drafting is a way 

of imposing a preliminar2 order and pattern on what one 

knows, is learning or -has experienced, and thereby - 

discovering significance and discovering meaning, it would 

seem that writing for this purpose ought to-have a prominent d 

place in the school curriculum. Such writing is exploratory 

and tentative, open to dialogue and reflection. As a piece 

of text and a product,-it may be added to, built on, changed 

and rethought, and perhhps revised and rewritten in light of 

what is learned from other sources: texts, experience, and . . 
1 1  

4. 
readers. Writing might be used therefore <. gt the beginning 

of units of study. Students write what they know about a ,  

topic and thus bring to their conscious awareness the 

details and ideas that they associate with a topic they are 

about to study. They set out their llnderstanding in order 

to grasp it. Sudh writing is empowering because it draws 

the learner's attention to what is in his or her own mind; 

it is spontaneous and is made with the language of the 



individual learner. used' as a means of learning, writing 

will be seen by both writer and reader as a representation 

of what the individual makes of newly acquired information. 

What is written will be seen as a display of thinking in 

visible, staric form. "How do I know what I think until I 

see what I say?" asked E. M. ~&ster. The key words here 

are "see what I say"" because they imply conscious regard and 
I 

attribute authorship to thg one who says. The writer looks 

at his own wordsnas a reflection of his own mind. If the 
- L 

8 writer attends as a reader to the meaning and implications 

of the thinking on the page, he or she will interact with 

the words and ideas, picking up anomalies, inconsistencies, 

inaccuracies and so forth that invite Lpethinking and 

revision and thus remaking toward a new understanding. What 

is implied here, is that the written composition of learners 

needs to be approached from a perspective similar to that 
f.. 

suggested above in the discussion of the ways of reading o 

texts. That is, it must be seen as provisional and full of 

potential meaning. The writer,' in reflective dialogue with 

others or self, will add to, build on, and extend what he or 

she has written and in the process make something new which 

can contribute to the intertextual conversation being 
-* 

enacted in the classroom. 
9 e 

The implication for practice is that teachers must 
t 

acknowledge the making of meaning as an ongoing process 
)B 

which, as we have seen,*they have power and authority to 
. , 



't. 

extend and develop or to close off. In teaching students 
Za 

strategies to use as they make meaning in writing", teachers 

need to understand that they are slowing down and making 

conscious a process which occurs naturally. Prewriting 

strategies like brainstorming, listing, and webbing, for 

instancerqare ways of drawing on the writervOs inductive 

powers of reasoning; They articulate and make conscious the 

"dwelling in the particulars" which precede acts of 
.? 

comprehension and pattern-rnaking and- generalizing. Allowing 

response to drafts and modelling ways of talking about 

drafts renders the text as dynamic, whereas, as we note"d 
- _  - 

earlier, grading and correcting conventions renders them as 

inert. Teachers must therefore engage activeJy with the 

potential meaning in students' texts. If they refuse to-do 

this, they may well impede the student's ability -to develop 

a transformative literacy. The teacher who looks in a 

student text to find her own ideas repeated, if in different 

words, is saying to the student, "Give me back what I gave . . 

you. The meaning, is not in you butpn me and I am checking 
1 

that you can express my meaning correctly." 

As the writer becomes conscious of process, he or she 

is well placed to grasp the conventional and contingent 

nature of particular discourse forms. ~ v e r ~  real writer 
$ - 

stfives against what is given and,transforms it. All 

writing in this sense makes something new. Through writing, 

teachers can help students to learn from experience how 
P 



texts work and how they are made and thereby be equipped- to ' 
' 

. - 

read others' texts more critically and skeptically. writing. 

can give new meaning and &rpose to analysis of texts. It 

act-lizes and makes concrete in action the value and 

purpose of paying attention to the strategies and techniques 

of writers. It also establishes a relation of collegiality 

and apprenticeship which assumes the learner is capable of 

becoming skil$ed. It demystifies the process of text 

construction. 

Understanding what a writer has done and why3is a 
. . 

matter of academic interest when the analysis is purely 

descriptive. It may be fun, like solving a crossword 

puzzle, but has few obvious consequences either for 

appreciation or pleasure in reading. Indeed, the common 

approaches to literary analysis so beloved of English 

teachers seem to be most successful in discouraging students 

from reading independently, not in enabling them to do so 

with confidence and from choice. Analysis can become more - 
% meaningful, however, when tie,d to writing. identifying a 

writer's techniques and strategies and the effects they 

produce on a reader is a way of learning how one might 

handle one's own material, ideas, and experience. What 

other writers have done become possibilities to modify and 

adapt in new ways. All writers know this, of course. They 

trace their roots and influences on their thinking and work. 

Students, however, as we have noted, rarely regard 



4 
themselves as writers in the creative sense. They can be 
5 - 

. = 

7 encouraged to ds sodby teaching approaches which invite them 

to look in their reading for ideas to borrow for their own ' 
3 

work. 

What we thTnk of as reading matter in school needs to 

be broadly interpreted to include the range of written 

expression to which we are daily d. Schools too often 

limit reading and writing to @a few academic forms. While 

writing which requires supporting arguments and examples or 

extended critical analysis is intellectually demanding and 

may thus deserve emphasis, other forms are also demanding 

and also assist literacy development. For instance, 

- students might read advertisements, travel articles, 

manuals, news stories, encyc1opedi.a entries, movie reviews, 

record album notes, bumper stickers and so on and then write 

to adapt, critique, apply, analyze, compare, imitate, argue 

with, represent in a different form, or evaluate what they 

have read. They might also write about a topic in different 

forms or from different points of view in order both to 
. .- - - 

experience the alternatives and to consider and compare the 

effects of the differences on'how one understands and 

interprets the subject matter. 

However well-intentioned teachers may be in introducing 
- 

processes, varying assignments, and assuming different 

attitudes toyard students' writing, the kinds of writing 

assignments they require may, as James Moffett (1989) - 
i 

" 

* 

C' . 
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reminds us, subvert the value of writing in developing 

thinki,ng and understanding. We arrive at understanding 
.., - 

through both inductive and deductive reasoning. Assignments 

to write may invite students to generate material through 

recall from memory or through investigation. By 'gathering 

and setting out and then determining..pattern, meaning, and 
C '  

order in the data they have assembled, students reason 

inductively toward. themes and general ideas. Assignments 

which propose central ideas and themes in the form of 

statemerkf;~ or questions invite deductive thinking. They act 

as a lens through which to examine and interpreg material. 
r 6  

Both kinds of assignm'ent are important as journeys that 
I.'" 

allow the student to arrive at understanding and new 

L - , - .  insights by bringing experience, facts, examples and ideas 

into a new and fully realized relation. 

How the teacher responds to what is written will, as we 

have 4geen, influence how writing is conceptualized. Teacher 

or text assrGnmencs which require deductive thinking and 

writing, however, tend to advance. the aim of using writing 

to socialize into a domain of discourse and knowledge rather 

than to transform that knowledge. While it may be true that 

one cannot,transform what one does not know intimately, , 

overemphasizing one form of reasoning over the other through 

I ,  chcice of writing assignments acts as a powerful k a n s  of 

control and as a barrier to the development of individual 

literacy. Writers who transform are writers who can select 
9 



B 

and wrestle with alt.?rnstives and possibilities, who can 

make choices and create something new and different. 

~dv&ates of teaching practices which allow students some 

choice in both their reading and writing assignments 

recognize that means are not separate from ends: the ways 

in which literacy is learned will affect the nature of that 

literady. We cannot expect writing to be a powerful means 

of making sense of the world unless we enable students to 

experience writing to make sense. By balancing inductive 
/ 

- .-- with deductive writing assignments, we may enhance 

opportunities for that experience. 

We have developed, in the culture, ways to make sense 

of the world through writing about it. We have also, and 

perhaps simultaneously, used writing to help make sense of 

ourselves. Writing displays the individual mind on the 

page; it has brought us into intimate relation with our own 

thinking and has influenced, over time, our sense of self as 

distinct from others. As Ong (1983) describes it, "The 

evolution of consciousness through human history is E2 marked 
,F 7, 

I t  
by growth in articulate attention to the interior of the 

individual person .... writing introduces division and 
alienation" (p. 178). While writing alone is prob&ly not 

-z 

responsible for introducing division and alienation, it can 

be a means of achieving separateness which encourages us to 

orient ourselves to our social world as individuals instead 

of as members of a group. ~ h &  losses following from tiat.. 
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orientation are, arguably, compensated by zertain individual 

and social gains. As individual selves, for instance, we 

acquire strategies that help us recreate our view of, 

ourselves and become what we can imagine and construct. As 

John Dixon puts it (l'b67). "Writing is a way cf building a 
... 

personal world and giving an individual, rather than a 

stereotyped, shape to our day-by-day experience" (p. 12). 

As individ~al social beings, we gain means to "reflect upon, 

challenge 31-14 inquire into a,spectrum of social realities 
L 

that lie beyond our immediate experience, and thereby 

imagine and construct alternatives. To a degree not 

accessible to **people in a non-literate culture, we can 

symbolically detach ourselves from the present and actual 

and imagine what is not--talking-.bears, 'for instance, or 
. - 

what might be--world peace. 

Teachers can encourage the growth of sense of self 

through the kinds of writing and ways of responding 

described earlier. Certain forms and purposes of writing, 
L 

however, lend themselves particularly to shaping our sense 

of self. Accounts of events in our lives', written as 

personal narratives, are valuable for instance, in ordering 

and interpreting our own experience. "There is no plot line 

in the bewildering complex2ty of our lives but that which we 
-- 

- find and make for ourselves," says Lucy calkins (1986, p. 3) 

an observation confirmed by authors 

who notes "When I began to wrice, I 

such as John Cheever, 

found this was the best 



way to make sense out of my life." Personal narratives 

introduce coherence to events and\embody meaning. They go 

*beyond the personal anecdote recounted orally; they allow us 

to see the story itself as distinct from an audience 
4 

response to it. The story becomes an interpretive lens * 

throuih which we see ourselves in the past and with which we 

can imagine new alternatives for the future. 

In writing assignments, teachers can invite students to 

try on and freely discard opinions, ideas, and personas. 

Writing, as a sfrmbolic activity in tge chiefly symbolic 

world of school, does not commit students to action in the 

world. When literate adults make use of their literacy they 

act in and upon the world. They fill out forms, make 
-)I 

proposals, draft regulations, produce scripts and so on. 

The effects of their writing both defines them in a social 
s-2 

role and gives them a degree of control over events in which 

they are inwlved. The vriting of students need have no 

such consequences for8ction in the world and, 
2 

correspondingly, it &es not entail the same kinds of 

responsibility. "School is not the real world, and so," 

.observes Madeleine Grumet (1988), "it shares the property 

that Marianne Moore attributes to poetry: 'imaginary gardens 

with real toads in them' ...[ where] the child's fantasies can 

flower in the fictive ground of the curriculum" (p. 162). 

Children's writing, however, can sti.11 be a means of gaining 

control in the sense of gaining a grasp on their own 



experience, beliefs and thoughts. 

Throqqh writing, students can safely experiment with 

opiniods, ideas, and personas: take a stance on racial 

intolerance, for example, justify an affirmative action 

policy, or describe a day in the life of the school 

principal. The dynamics of adolescent social relations 

commonly prevent the living out of desired self-perceptions. 
. , 

In writing, adolescents can begin to articulate and-mb-re' 
b, 

freely assert that self. They can thus give expression to 

thoughts and feelings which might otherwise not become 
. . 
v * 

present to their consciousness. Of course, others may give 

expression to those feelings. As we read, we rejoice to 

find language that constitutes what had been previously 

seemed inexpressible. We identify with and recognize 

language that gives voice to our experience. By connecting 

with and articulating differences between what we hear or 

read and what we know, we define ourselves. We transform 

and individualize when we speak for ourselves; by writing, 

we can develop and fully constitute our individual 

However persuasive t4,ese practices as means for 

developing a complex literacy, they are not merely technical 

formulae.or recipes. As Bereiter and Scardamalia noted in 
: . . 

their experimental work, students can subvert and heutralize 
> 

any teaching strategies. Acts of learning and composing are 
9 

not achieved by mechanically conforming to a set of 



procedures. Going "beyond wherever one happens to be" 
i: 

(1987, p. 269.-~rk~uires intentional learning, active meaning- 

making. The intentions, attitudes, beliefs, and values 

which will nurture and develop a complex literacy must be 

inherent in the social contexts of literacy learning; that 

is, in the pattern of relations which illustrate the meaning 

and uses of literacy in the classroom. It is to the 

implications of the thesis for the characteristics of that 

social context that we now torn;. b -  

Literacy and Social Context 

Throughout the investigation in this thesis, it has 

been very clear that social context, broadly conceived to 

include the socio-economic and political activity of a 

culture and of social groups within that culture, affects 

the nature and development of literacy. A social context 

for literacy learning includes all the meanings, beliefs, 
9 * 

values, attitudes, habits, purposes, and uses which 

characterise the literacy available to an in 5 ividual within X 

a partiqular social or cultural group. The preceding 

sections of this chapter have described approaches to talk, 

texts, and writing which constitute means for creating a 
- 

social context for school-based literacy learning which is 

likely to foster a critical, transformative 

of what we need to attend to in the social he.. 

classroom, with respect to the features salient to literacy + .  
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learning, has thereby been implied in what has gone before. 

In this section, we shall consider what the thesis implies 

about the characteristics of relations among learners in the 

social context of the classroom for the achievement of 

critical-transformative literacy. 

In the world outside school, literacy practices are 

social practices that arise within the context of aspects of 

life for particular social groups or communities. 

Individuals in these groups feel a sense of membership. 

Their social identity is partly constituted by having in 
b 

common with the group certain attributes wh,ich,help to 
.< : * 

d&f ine and distinguish them fkom other groups. Where forms 

of literate practice are an attribute, tinBividuals may 

engage in those practices more or less unconsciously or, 

when they choose membership, willingly. That is, they will 

participate because participating .is how one acquires, 
% 

asserts and maintains one's membership. Energy and 

motivation for participation are activated by feeling and 

knowing one is a member of the group and by valuing that 

membership for one's sense of identity. 

In school, class groups of students commonly lack 

shared experience of a culture within which they have 

developed their sense of community membership and individual 

identity. Classes tend to be socially and culturally 

diverse. Students in a typical North American High School 

do not enter with a~common set of habits, assumptions or 



attitudes toward learning and literacy. The culture of the 

school is not merely an institutionalized extension of the 

culture of the social and ethnic groups to which individual 

students may belong. Membership in the school culture is 

not given to all by birth or geography but has to be 

acquired and interiorized. Of cour'se, a whole complex of 

factors--which it is not my intent to deal with here-- 

influence individual commitment to seeking and maintaining 

membership in the culture or cultures represented by a 
, - 

school. What matters for us as teachers is to identify ways 
s 

in which we can create conditions which will enable students 

from diverse backgrounds to feel like members of a literacy , - 
> i  I - 

learning community in the classroom and value that 

membership for their sense of identity. 

The notion of the classroom as a learning community 

does not fit with the patterns of authority traditional in 

schools nor with a dump-truck view of learning. It is 

consistenE, however, with the views and practices associated 

with literacy learning which we have examined in this 

chapter. In a community, members share a commitment to 

common general goals; they are emotionally connected to each 

other; they cooperate rather than compete and are thus 

positively interdependent.; they are all participants. 

In the many instances we have seen exemplified in historical 

and ethnographic accounts of literacy development, uses of 

literacy develop, no matter what the purpose, within 



communities of people who collaborate for common interests 

and gbals. , The textile workers of the Middle Ages, the 
pamphleteers in 18th century France and the families in 

Roadville and Trackton participated as groups in the use of 

literacy. In the classroom, a community in this sense is 

fostered when students work collaboratively and 

cooperatively toward shared goals. 
9 ,  

Empirical educational research indicates that what is 

c~rrently~termed "cooperative learning" is as effective for 

student learning in school as it is.,for learning outside of 

school. In a culture where the contents and processes of 
1 1 ~ -  

formal school learning (in respect of intellectual demands-- 

the social consequences of corhpetition rat er than- 'r 
cooperation a%e"another matter) are coextensive with non- 

8 
school learning, the need for cooperative approaches may 

indeed be less. We know, however, that for a range of t 

reasons beyond the scope of this section to address, that 

that is not t-he case for most of our students. They need 

opportunities to experience demonstrations of how to think' 

through ideas collaboratively. Unless we believe that 

knowledge exists independent of human minds and that 

children are empty vessels whose intellect progresses from a 

state of ignorance toward knowledge, we will make frequent 

use of cooperative approaches to learning. According to 

Roger and David Johnson (Brandt, 1 9 8 7 ) ,  research in 

cooperative learning is the "oldest research tradition in 



American social psychology .... There is probably more 
evidence validating the use of cooperative learning than 

there is for any other aspect of. education (p. 16). 

In a cooperative learning situation, interaction and 

sharing of ideas among students are encouraged, not viewed 

as cheating, as is often the case in a classroom where 

students' successful achievement depends on competing with 
- .  

others. As Michael Holzman (1986) points out., "Only in 
i 

schools are people who fail to decode a text not helped by 

those around them" (p. 30). .' ~eadhers may structure class- 

work so that students not only feel an obligation to help 
'-1 

each other but perceive that they "sink or swim together," 

to borrow Johnson and Johnson's image. Organized into small 

groups, for instance, students may discuss a topic, read and 

comment on each other's writing, negotiate a process for 

making or doing something, plan a presentation, analyze a 

poem, or simply help each other with problems. They will 

nurture each other's literate capacities as they talk about 

books together, read parts aloud.to each other, accept each 

other's recommendations for reading and compare their 

responses. In order to engage in such activities seriously 
I f  

and to accept ideas and judgments from their peers, however, 

students have to be acculturated to a pattern of relations 

which distributes authority in the classroom community among 

all participants, not accords it only to the teacher. 

L *, Teaching in classrooms which endeavour to be learning 



. . 
communities is no longer dominated by teac.hersV 

presentations. The teacher demonstrates what we have seen 

to be literate attitudes and habits and structures lessons , 

. ,  
so that students edact those habits and attitudes themselves - 

in the classroom. Dialogue was a key concept in many of the 

approaches suggested earlier in this chapter. In genuine 
~. , 

\ ) i  

, , dialogic situations, there is exchange based on due 
, 

consideraElbn of others' ideas. Teachers whQ encourage . , . - . . . , *. 

dialogue avoid the "guess what's in my mind" kind of games. .-. ~. 

~ h e L  listen carefully to what students have to say, 

recognize when connections and concepts are being grasped at 

and help by naming aet-describing what they hear. They hold 

off closure in order to invite the elaborating which leads 
S 

to individual understanding. Teachers promote what Anne 

Haas Dyson (1989) describes as the nflowing",of language , 

among people: "one must promote in them a sense o'f - . , * 

collegiality--a feeling of commynity, of being involved with 
> 

each other and with common ends" (p.. 8). 

The t&cher's relation with students in this setting is 
. , 

complex. It does not deny his or her mature knowledge and . . ,  

experience and responsibilities as an educator. To syppose 
> 

that those characteristics should be disguised would be both 

disingenuous and dishonest:- A sense of coninunity canno-e . 

fostered, however, unless everyone involved is seen to share 

in the common enterprise--to be vulnerable to the pressures, 

susceptible' to the enthusiasms and responsible for the , 



failures as weli as the successes. Teachers who, far 

instance, write to their own assignments alongside their 
0 

students from time to time and invite students' comments and- 

I suggestions allow themselves to be vulnerable. They do not, 

of course, deliberately write awkwardly or .in imitation oS 
. . * - .  

their students. What they show is that writing involves 
i r 

d 

~thin~king through what you war+ to say, making choices, 
, - 

0 

reflecting and revising to ,be more accurate or more 

effective. In so doing, they 'teach by modelling a writer's 

inner dialogue with the text and they participate in the 
f 

community of writers. Perhaps equally importantly, they 

show that they value writing and find it bersona,lly 

satisfying and useful. 
L, 

The teacher in a community ofalearners does not need t ~ .  

pretend, to know everything. In fact, it can &@metimes. be 

salutary for teachers not t A ~ n o w  or be familiar with sqme. 
P 

material that wi.,ll be used or investigated in &ass. With 

her Grade Five students, for instance, one teacher spent 

many months investigating marin,e mammals. Tihe depth and 
4 

5 

extent of the children's research gave them an exhaustive 

- ,4 v 

knowledge that went far bgyond what the teacher or, indea;. + 

spokespeople for "Save the Whales" groups werc!"able to 
Q 

offer. The teacher in that context was genuinely learning 

with the children and able to share their intense enthusiasm 

as well as-help them to write very sophisticated and 

detailed accounts of the lives of marine mammals ff  



(Chittenden, 1978). By placing themselves in the position 

of learner from time to time, teachers may also demonstrete 

arriving at their individual understanding in a clarifying 

dialogue with the group. In this way, they are teaching a 

while participating in a collegial way with students. 

Teachers can further promote a sense of community by 

inviting students to participate in decisions and choices 

about aspects of the curriculum and scheduling of 

activities. Students thus have an opportunity to exercise 

judgments which have consequences for themselves and the 

classroom community. They become jointly responsible and 
IL 

have a shared commitment to what they choose. The teacher 

does not thereby abdicate respons.ibility. Rather, the 
* 

teacher acknowledges that judgments 'are being made and that 
> 

he or she does,not have all the answers or all the ideas 

and, perhaps most importantly, assumes that as participants 

who are constantly learning, students will creatively use 

what they know in order to further that learning. In a 

ninth grade world history class, for instance, the teacher 

(Winterer-Papatassos, 1988) consulted students about their 

year-end project. One student suggested constructing a 

history for a land mass inserted into the European continent 
- 

a or for an imagined Island in the Mediterranean. It turned 
Q 

out that this was a brilliant way to draw on and synthesize 

a broad base of historical knowledge about Europe. That 

students took part in generating and making choices in their 



work also enhanced the sense of community. -% 

A sense of community deverops ahen members of a group 

share a commitment to common goals;.: Sharing presuppoqes 
- 7  

understanding and exchange. It is.when members of the group 

exchange meanings that they can developeunderstanding of 

each other and of what their shared goals entail. In the 

classroom, as we have already noted, students come from 

'socially diverse backgrounds; they bring with them diverse 

sets of meanings, values and beliefs. They can exchange 

those meanings with each other both directly and indirectly. 

In small groups, they have opportunities to articulate their 

individual experience and ideas and compare with others. 

Valuable as such exchange is, it is not sufficient. Until 

recently, for example, literature study at all levels of 

schooling was almost exclusively confined to works by'men; 

women's writing was minimally represented, if at all. Girls 
I' 

responding to Hemingway'k view of the world had to do so as 

individuals with single voices as if no cultural points of 

*reference existed with which they could be identified and 

thus not bepdismissed as idiosyncratic. Girls in such 

situations are vastly outnumbered and prevented from f.ul1 

participation. Not only do they as individuals need to hear . 
their experience given language with which they can 

identify, they need to be able to share that language with 

their community. Similarly do students need to be 

represented from cultural entities differing on bases other 



than gender--language, nationality, ethnicity, religion, and 

so on. To do otherwise is to deny genuine participation to 

all. rl 

When the social context is constructed to encourage a 

sense of community, the place of the teacher, as we have 

seen, becomes more complex. The teacher is a knowledgeable 
- 

7 -  - 

person in the learning community, is able to demonstrate 

what it means to be knowledgeable, and further, is charged 

with responsibility for evaluati-ng the growing knowledge and 

capacities of the other members of the learning community, 

d the apprentices--the students. Implications for evaluation 

d > 

follow from the notion of commun$.ty. What counts as fitting 

the intents and standards of the enterprise in which members 

are engaged is known and understood by all. There are 

criteria for judging worth and worthiness. The teacher, as 

the most experienced person, will understand those criteria 

best and be able to articulate them. It does not behove the 

teacher, however, to withhold that knowledge and thereby 

make evaluation seem to be arbitrary or mysterious. 

Students can be involved in deciding on the bases for making 

judgments about their. work. Knowing what c0unt.s helps to 

reduce students' fear of failure and encourages them to take 

the risks necessary for growth. 

Students at all levels show themselves capable, for:-:. 

instance, of identifying and naming characteristics which 

distinguish good from poor writing. when wogking together, 



. . 
they can establish what characteristics they are aiming for 

and rate themselves on the degree to which they achieved 

them. As well, they may add things they discover, but had 

0 
~ 

not thought of in advance. The educational purpose of 

evaluation, after all', is no,t only to mark boundarieb or set 
" A - 

ceilings but to help identify what has been accomplished and 

what one needs to or wants to do next. Work may also need 
* 

to be evaluated for such non-learning purposes as reporting 

a grade to parents or administrators. For this purpop 

also, the students' judgments can be taken into account. I,n - 
recent years, many educators have writtien'about the negative 

effects of competitive grading in the classroom and many 
- 

schemes developed to help teachers adapt their perspectives 

and strategies for evaluati,on.to conform with their 
, . 

educational purposes. It'is not wy purpose to review them 
r 

here nor to debate the forest of issues that evaluation and 
. . 

. . 
grading raise in school. Suffice it to say that as members- Ye. 

of the learning community, students need to know which 

evaluation strategies are being used and for what purposes. 
* 

The patterns of interaction and the kinds of relation 

described here largely constitute the principle elements in 

the social context which seem important for literacy 

development. At the most concrete level, however, the use 

of physical space deserves at least a brief mention. The 

logistics of interaction among students require flexible 

seating arangements. Rows of desks bolted to the floor, all 



? facing toward a podium, are not conducive to a sense of 

' collegiality. We become intimate, not by staring at others' 

backs, but by reading the expressions on their faces and 

hearipg their voices directed to us. How we choose to 

position ourselves physically in relation to others is 
/ 

always a statement about our psychological relation as well. 
e 

While position can certainly deceive, it can do so only 

because we make assumptions based on the meaning we attach 
- .- 

to it. If students, are positioned so that they cannot see 

and hear each other, they are -unlikely to think they are 

supposed to listen. Unless they listen, they cannot work 
d 

cooperatively. Of course, the nature of interaction and the 

tone of relationships are not determined by seating 

arrangements, but allowing th-& to be consistent with what 

is intended is in fact supported by research in group 

dynamics and, as well, makes ordinary sense. 

When we attempt to define a social context for literacy 

development, we see the need to accommodate all learners in 

a community that allows them to be active members. We 

acknowledge the fact that " A  society is open to modification 

and change,..by those alive within it, and most effectively 

by those who belong to it centrally and securely alid yet 

hold new and slightly different views from the ones 

dominantly accepted" (p. 9) as ~iblett (1970) has observed. 

Being active means asserting difference and generating 

constructive tension, not being socialized to passivity and 



, A 

compliance. 

meanings and 

establish th 

in all their 

In establishing contexts for exchanging 

arriving at individual interpretations, 
- 

e grounds with*in which individuals can d 

particularity while acknowledging the 

we thus 

evelop 

importance of groups to the& sense of identity. 
2 

,C 

s .  

q ' l *  - 
c ' .  . 

Conclusion: .Tmard a Conceptual Framework 
9 '- ,2 

In this final chapter, I have outlined some of the 

implications for classroom practice that educators might 

derive from this thesis. For ease-of discussion,. I proposed 

implications in terms of-particular aspects of languaqe . . use, 
:.r 

- sequentially bringing into focal awareness, as ~ o l a 6 ~ i  terms 

it, the implications for early language development, for 

uses of talk, reading and writing, and finally, for the 

characteristics of the social context of literacy learning. 
* 

'Hie suggested practices are not intended to be recipes for 

%. lessons but illustrations of social patterns and social 

attitudes which seem to be conducive to literacy learning. 

x As such, they portray the learning community of the 

classroom as a social situation which is itself the source 

of learning. That source includes the processes, contents, 

sand purposes which are consistent with the theoretical 

perspectives elaborated in this thesis. They reflect the 

a, assumption'that human consciousness is shaped by social 

'interaction or more precisely, as Vygotsky (1978) describes" 

it: "Bvery fungtiofi in the child's cultural development 
I 



appears twice: first on the social level and later in the 

individual level.. . All the higher functions oriGinate as 
actual relations between human individuals" (p. 57). The 

general implication to be drawn.from the thesis is that 

there is a. necessary relationship between the contents and 

processes of that social relation and the nature of the 

literacy: means and ends are inseparable. I wish to 

conclude with a brief discussion of how we might construe 

that relationship. 

The historical record suggests that under certain 

4 
conditions societies develop a relation to the world through 

reading and writing. Mediated by texts and textual.forms of 

knowledge, that relation immensely expands the resources 

available to the individual and social imagination. ~ Through 

writing, individuals may develop critical awareness and 

personal knowledge, thus power to renew the culture and to 

transform the character of that literate relation. 

Particular forms of social interaction seem to encourage 

that development. Through the social interaction, 

particular cultbra1 knowledge becomes accessible to 

integration within the individual consciousness wherein is 

forged the individual's expression of culturally developed 
,---- 

forms of thkt knowledge. The habits, skills, and forms of 

expression associate~~ith literacy are thus culture and 
k 

-z 

context specific and not fixed. They are not essential, 

but, as Clifford (1988) remarks of individual identity, 



2 ,  

conjunctural. Indeed, the disciplina5y perspectives +& 

examined in this thesis leaa us, I suggest, to 1.ocate % . 
L - 9. 

i y  literacy in the dynamic interaction of tecHnica1 

competenci'es, cultural-textual knowledge, social csngexts, 2-. - 
1 * $4 

and individual consciousness. The particufars'we have been ' * '  

$looking af comprise the aggregate of the faetors influencing pl ., 
I .  < t/ ' 

literacy developmerit. As factors, their forms and conMh 8 
%. 
5 k 

are, as we have seen, variable. But, when,constityt~d in 
' .  % . % t t h  

particular ways and brought into dynsmic relatioh, they are - .&. 
, ' , .+' 

capable of fostering crif ical, trahsformdkive literaGy. 

s For the teacher in the classroom; the cbllenge is, Po Lo* a 

' I 

hold a view of that dynqmic whole in mind while executing 

the particulars in prac&ce% For ';he purposesof*:lit.eracy k ,, 

- .. Q 4 i 
, ., . 

development, this means that the teacher needs to be wor+ing a 

from'within a coherent conceptual framework which is both 

inclusive an@ comprehensive. One of the of the 
+ ir 

thesis, it will be recalled, was to articulate a 

. distinctively educational perspective Qn literacy. -Sbch a 
q . . 

perspective should dlsarm the appeal of an atheogetical 
5 

eclecticism in teaching practice while exposing ine 

limitations inherent in practice informed by a single 

disciplinary theory. Certain sociological perspectives, for 

instance, tend to overestimate the effects of social + forces 

-1 and underestiyte the subversive power of human agency. 
\ 

Psychological perspectives typically concentrate on 

developing cognitive capacities while neglecting the 



affective, imaginative, and intentional dimensions of 
3. 

consciou~ness. ~istorical analy.ses establish relationships 
5 

among events in time which inform the present but, as 

acccmn 

of the 

ts of the past, are not intended to be interpretations 
t 

. ' L  

present. while disciplinary theories on literacy 

deve16prnent50ffer us a choice of lenses through which to 

look at practice, they must be subordinate to educational 
I 

purposes. Methodologies, no less than theories, also need 

to be subordinate to educational purposes. Teachers need to 

be guided by their sense of what they are attempting to . , 

accomplish; that is, by their understanding of what literacy 

and being literate should'mean for their students. The 

theories they dqaw upon and the methodologies' they use will 

foIlow from that purpose and b& congruent with it. 

Teachers, after all, need to,be as intentioned in their 
+ 

teaching as studeats in their learning; in neither does 
, - - 

I 

mechan$al performance lead to literate practice. By 
P 

articudating and interiorizing a conceptual framework, 

teachers have a means with which 'to critically examine 

practice and theory and a basis on which to act. When we 

are concerned with literacy development, we cannot confine 

ourselves to occasional lessons on the timetable; thinking 

literacy must be our way of thinking. We will be 

insistently responsive to what we intend to encourage: "a 

veritable fireworks of particularsw--in a phrase 
I 

appropriated from James Britton (1985, p. 76)--from the 



. . 

emerging literate relationship between individual students 

and the culture td which we strive to give them access. We 

will hold a clear view of what it means to be literate as a 

way of being and relating to the world, while recognizing 
, 

that what it means is always provisional or it is" not 

literacy. 
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