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Abstract 

This review of the literature aims to discuss how 

alphabetic literacy was used to manipulate and control the 

lives of so-called 'illiterates' and so-called 'functional 

'literates' - especially those from 'oral cultures'. It 

also aims to discuss the point that lack of alphabetic 

literacy as defined by the west, does not constitute lack 

of cognitive reasoning. 

The work is titled Literary and Illiteracy? in order to 

emphasise the lack of recognition of the literacies and 

literatures of oral cultures because of a 'preoccupation of 

the uniqueness of the west' (Ong 1982, p .- ix) . 

Historically, alphabetic literacy was used, among other 

tactics, as a weapon for colonisation and subsequent 

dispossession of the colonised. The evidence of 

dispossession, economic control and racism is well 

documented in many literatures. 

The colonialists have variously constructed the cultural 

differences between them and the colonised within the Great 

Divide theory 

history/myth, 

a matter of we/they, ours/theirs, 

science/magic, civilised/primitive, 

gentlemen/savages,advanced/developing, literate/illiterate, 

abstract/concrete, individual/collective, rational/ritual, 

first world/third world etc. However, recent cross-cultural 
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and ethnographic studies of literacy have come to challenge 

the colonial view that literacy, is a single, uniform 

skill, essential for the 'development of "logic", the 

distinction of "myth" from history, the emergence of 

scientific thought and institutions, and even the growth of 

democratic political process' (Street 1984, p. 5). 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1. 0 Colonial Constructions 

Historically, literacy was constructed by the West as 

unproblematic, as singular or homogeneous written language, 

and as universal, or the same in all places and times. 

The oral cultures were constructed as primitive, and the 

people as lacking in reason and logic, while the literate 

cultures were constructed as modern and complete, their 

people developed logic and reason (Walton 1995, p. 131). 

This means that the people of the 'civilised west' have 

long contrasted themselves with the 'primitive' or 'savage' 

peoples, not only in drawing-room conversation or at social 

functions, but also in historical and anthropological 

Two such important studies (Ong 1982, p. 174). 

anthropological works of recent decades, were Claude Levi

Strauss's 'The Savage Mind' (1966), and Franz Boas's Lowell 

Lectures, The Mind of the Primitive Man (1922). The terms 

'primitive' and 'savage', in addition to 'inferior', can be 

read today as historically weighted terms. No one today, 

(and probably then) wants to be called 'primitive' or 

'savage'. Historically, in the colonial context, it was 

'comforting to apply these terms contrastively to other 

people to show what we are not' (Ong 1982, p. 174). As 
I 



will be seen later in this paper, the terms are somewhat 

like the term 'illiterate': they represent an earlier state 

of affairs rather negatively, by noting a lack or 

deficiency. 

However, semioticians and sociolinguists like Kress (1990) 

have redefined the way literacy has been constructed to 

include the visual arts, dance and painting, the numerical 

system, sign language, as well as the written alphabetical 

language. This position is currently supported by the New 

London Group (1995), when it coins the term 

'multiliteracies' (1995, P.3) as its way of accounting for 

meaning-making across numerous modes, including 

oral/written language and visual/mixed modes. 

This construction, according to Walton (1995), is built 

upon sociolinguistics and semiotics understandings of 

different ways of making meaning in different social and 

cultural settings (Halliday 1975, 1978, Kress 1990 in 

Walton 1995, p. 132). Muecke (1984) suggests that there 

is a need to move beyond the nee-colonial discourses, which 

uses the term 'illiterate' to describe people with 

different kind of literacies. I agree with Muecke' s 

position that the term 'illiterate' used to refer to people 

with different types of literacy 'belittles the people and 

their literacies' (in Benterrak et al 1984, p. 61). 

Walton (1995) adds that the term 'illiterate' also excludes 

Indigenous Australian texts (and for that matter, many 

other non-western peoples' texts) like ceremonial rights 
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and rituals, paintings, oral histories, dances, and 

sculpture (1995, p.134). 

1.1 Literacy 

Traditionally, the West's notion of literacy has been 

focussed upon alphabetic writing. To be considered to be 

fully human has been defined by the west as being able to 

represent the spoken sound by written word - alphabet. 

However, over the years, there have been many different 

definitions of literacy and different types of literacies. 

In this section, I will compare just three definitions of 

literacy. The first, according to Oxenham (1980), is a 

'functional' definition of, and skills approach to, 

literacy proposed by UNESCO in 1962. 

According to this functional definition, a literate person 

is someone who has gained the necessary skills to enable 

him/her to be involved in effective literacy activities in 

his/her community. He/She may have sufficient skills in 

reading, writing and arithmetic to enable him/her to 

continue to use these skills towards personal and community 

development (Oxenham 1980, p. 87). 

In comparison, Hudelson (1994) defines reading as: 

3 

a language process in which an individual constructs 

meaning through a transaction with written text that has 

been created by symbols that represent language. The 

transaction involves the reader's acting upon or 

interpreting the text, and the interpretation is 



influenced by the reader's past experiences, 

background, and cultural framework, as well 

reader's purpose of reading . (1994, p. 130) 

language 

as the 

This is a definition that concentrates on reading as 

the construction of meaning, rather than on the skills 

of reading. While this definition only refers to 

reading, the idea extends to literacy in general. 

The third definition derives from Wells and Chang-Wells 

(1992) who argue that: 

To be literate is to have the disposition to engage 

appropriately with texts of different types in order to 

empower action, thinking , and feeling in the context of 

purposeful social activity . (1992 , p. 147) 

This definition, I believe, allows for the possibility 

that different language minority communities attach 

different values to different types of literacy. 

At this point, it is important to point out that cultures 

differ from one another in their uses and purposes for 

literacy. According to Baker (1996), literacy for some 

cultures could be about encouraging abstract thought, 

critical thinking, and detached awareness. For some 

others, it could be about 'memorisation, transmission of 

life stories which reveals the peoples' heritage, values, 

and moral behaviour' (1996, p. 295). 

Baker (1996) notes, for example, that a Moslem will be 

expected to read aloud from the Qu'ran, but may not be 
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expected to fully understand what they read (especially in 

their younger years) as this will be provided in oral 

teaching in their mother tongue. Similarly in some other 

cultures, the mother is expected to read to her children 

and assist in the development of their literacy skills, but 

she is not expected to read the newspapers or complete 

bureaucratic forms by herself ( 19 9 6, p. 2 9 5) . These 

examples mean that the concept of literacy is not a 

singular universal practice but plural, and relative to a 

cultural context, and historical time. 

1.2 Illiteracy 

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on Historical 

Principles, describes an illiterate as a person 'ignorant 

of letters or literature' and 'illiteracy' as 'the quality 

or condition of being ignorant of letters' (3rd ed. 1973, 

p .1021) . The New Collins Concise English Dictionary, 

however, describes an 'illiterate' as someone (1) 'unable 

to read and write; (2) violating accepted standard in 

reading and writing; and (3) uneducated, or uncultured' 

(1982, p. 557). 

However, illiteracy, as Paulo Freire sees it, is more than 

the 'violation of accepted standard in reading and writing' 

or the 'condition of being ignorant of letters'. For Paulo 

Freire ( 1970) 'illiteracy' is a 'typical manifestation of 

the culture of silence' (p. 208). In the culture of 

silence, Freire said, the masses are 'mute', that is, they 

are prohibited from creatively taking part in the 
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transformation of their society and therefore prohibited 

from 'being' (1970, p. 208). 

Freire (1970) argues that even if the so-called illiterates 

can occasionally read and write, because they were 'taught' 

in humanitarian (but not humanist) literacy campaigns, they 

are nevertheless, alienated and silenced. The so-called 

'illiterates', Freire claims, know they are people. They 

know that they do things. For Freire, the 'illiterates' 

do not know that 'they can act to transform, create, or re

create their cornrnuni ties ( 197 0, p. 211) . Believing the 

myths of the dominant culture, they might even believe in 

their own 'natural inferiority' (1970, p. 211). For 

Freire, the so-called illiterates do not know how to 'act 

upon the world' (1970, p. 211). For 'the act of knowing 

involves a dialectical movement which goes from action to 

reflection and from reflection upon action to a new action' 

(Freire 1970, p. 211, Adapted from Adepoyibi 1997, p. 9). 

1 . 3 Language 

According to Walton (1996), a social perspective of 

language and literacy suggests that texts and social agents 

are constructed within a discourse, and that texts are 

sites of struggle and change (1996, p. 22). This position 

assumes a model which suggests that language is neither 

neutral nor a channel between thoughts and things. Rather, 

language and literacies are seen as interdependent 'social 

semiotic systems' (Walton 1996, p. 22) which people use in 

constructing and conducting their social worlds. 
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The argument being developed here with regard to literacies 

and language is that they are 'variable social' 

technologies (Walton 1996, p. 3). The definition given by 

Christie, F., Devlin, B., Freebody, F., Luke, A., Martin, 

J., Threadgold, T. & Walton, C.(1991) on language and 

literacy explains this point: 

Language is a symbolic system used by human beings to 

construct meaning. Literacy refers to the social 

practices and conventions that have developed with the 

material technology of written language. (Christie, et 

al, 1991 vol. 1, p. 2 in Walton 1996, p. 3) 

According to some writers like Kress (1990), van Leeuwin 

(1990), and Walton (1996), this sociolinguistic model of 

literacies and language can be further expanded to include 

other meaning-making systems such as 'dance, painting, 

song, film, video, sculpture' etc (Walton 1996, p. 3). 

Walton (1996) also argues that this broader view of 

literacies means that language is a creative symbolic 

system used to construct shared meanings. This different 

way of constructing 'language' and 'literacies' enable us 

to critique the colonial constructions of them (Walton 

1996, p. 3). 

This construction of language and literacies assumes a 

'social base' (Kress & van Leeuwen 1990, p. 5 in Walton 

1996, p. 3). It is inclusive of many kinds of media, like 

visual forms, which have been excluded as diminished 

versions of 'verbal language' (Kress & van Leeuwen 1990, 

p. 22 in Walton 1996, p. 3). Walton argues that this 

socio-semiotic position, can assist in compensating for 
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the neglect and contemptuous assessment, of other forms of 

non-western literacies, such as those practiced by 

indigenous peoples of Australia, New Zealand, Africa, and 

South America (1996, p. 3). In addition, Walton states 

that this new perspective would help to improve the status 

of oral and visual literacies in the wider community 

(1996, p. 3). 

It could be suggested, therefore that a social-semiotic 

view on literacies is inclusive of indigenous, non

indigenous, oral, written, and visual texts. The 

inclusion of all these 'other' texts in what counts as 

literacies and literature, can enable us to see how 

indigenous texts question and challenge the western 

'dichotomies of literate/illiterate, oral/written, 

primitive/modern which contribute to keep the 'Other' 

silent (Walton 1996, p. 3). 

1.4 Control 

... one comes to hate those savages - hate them to 

the death .... No, they were not inhuman. Well, you 

know, that was the worst of it - this suspicion of 

their not being inhuman. 

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (1902) 

According to Walton (1995) the assumption of 'Western 

superiority' (1995, p. 155) was based on alphabetic 

literacy. The west was able to use their knowledge of the 

alphabets to colonise other people with non-alphabetic 

literacy systems. The west used the alphabetic literacy, 
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to promote racial supremacy, and to take control of other 

country's economic, political and social activities (1995, 

p. 90) . 

In addition to bringing a new perspective to the 

combination of race and class, Breman (1990b, p.2) argues 

that Social Darwinism also contributes to the expansion and 

justification of colonisation. In the colonial version of 

social Darwinism theory, Walton (1995, p. 90) notes that 

social and cultural differences were constructed as matters 

of 'biological superiority and inferiority'. The 'Whites' 

were in the position to construct themselves as superior. 

The colonised 'natives' were constructed as 'exhibiting the 

characteristics of "pre-logical" thought' (Goody 1987, p. 

219) . To see how these discourses provided the rationale 

for colonial expansion, Breman said: 

the distance that separates man and beast 

seemed to disappear in the relationship 

that some said existed between man and apes. 

(199Gb, p. 1) 

Breman (1990b) notes that racial discrimination in the 

colonised countries was, therefore, linked closely with 

class consciousness. Initially, for example, subjugation of 

foreign rule, especially in Africa, entailed that native 

women became the 'property of white men as their 

concubines' ( 1990b, p. 2) . The racist theorists and 

politicians, projected an image of the Europeans amongst 

the natives as 'masculine', with leadership ability and 

intellectual power 
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(Breman 1990b, p.2) were a few of the attributes the 

colonised were supposed to have. 

For example, Breman (1990a) notes that at the end of 

nineteenth and early in the twentieth century, the people 

of Congo (West Africa) were compelled by the Belgium 

government and monarchy to gather a certain amount of wild 

rubber each month, 'in payment for the civilisation that 

had been brought to them' under European rule (1990a, 

p. 90). But the west's rapidly growing demand for rubber, 

for industrial purposes, soon meant, that the Congolese 

people were subjected to 'torture, beating, hunger, 

poverty, and even death' as the quantity of rubber required 

to be tapped and delivered to the representatives of the 

Belgium Government and monarchy tripled (Breman 1990a, p. 

96). The colonial doctrine of forced labour, without pay, 

according to Breman, was constructed by the colonialists as 

having an 'educational effect' (1990a, p.91). Forced 

labour was supposed to cause the internalisation of the 

economic impulse, and thereby social progress, an attribute 

considered lacking amongst the natives (Breman 1990a, pp. 

90-91) . 

In 1903 forced labour with pay was regulated. However, 

prior to this time, Breman (1990a, p. 91) reports that the 

inhabitants of the rubber-extraction districts of Congo 

(and indeed Nigeria, from personal experience) bore the 

heaviest burden. The following quotation illustrates the 

way in which the new economic regime was introduced: 

That village has never supplied anything to 
the whites, and they refuse to come to the 



post notwithstanding repeated summonses. On 
30 December at four o'clock in the morning I 
therefore went to Bosu-kele with a squad of 28 
soldiers. At seven we gained easy entry to 
the village because everyone had gone into 
hiding. While a stockade was being put up, I 
had one of the men call to the village head 
that I had not come to fight with them but to 
negotiate, and to ask whether his people were 
prepared to harvest the rubber. He declared 
publicly that he would never work for a white 
man and that it was thus unnecessary to talk 
with him. Then I ordered the at tack. The 
natives resisted. Fifteen men were killed and 
we took three prisoners. At twelve-thirty, I 
ordered the men to muster and then left for 
Kugele ..... The next day I returned to Kutu. I 
had only been at the post a few minutes when I 
was told that the headman of Bosu-kele wished 
to speak with me ... The headman formally 
promised to deliver his rubber levy, i.e. 70 
kilos per month. With peace thus concluded, 
the prisoners were returned to him. 

(Delathuy 1988, pp. 114-115, in Breman 1990a, 
pp. 91-92) 

Delathuy (1988, p. 125) added that afte~ the people had 

acknowledged Bula Matari, (i.e. Whiteman's authority), the 

agreement was consolidated by making the local headman of 

the town responsible for delivering the collective levy. 

This meant that rubber harvesting immediately took up a 

large proportion of the villagers' working and waking 

hours. To sum up the lives of the natives in a few words: 

I would say that they generally worked for 
24 days per month simply to meet the tax 
levied upon them. Their existence in the 
rubber forest was most wretched Mr. 
Samain, the business manager of Kwawa told me 
that some of his harvesters had been killed by 
leopards, and I myself saw the body of a 
victim in the forest. 

(Delathuy 1988, p. 125 in Breman 1990a, p. 
92). 

As might be expected, the day on which rubber had to be 

delivered was dreaded by the natives. According to one 
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source, Delathuy (1988) reports, these occasions seldom 

concluded without acts of violence because: 

Whenever the natives bring rubber to a post, they 
are met by an agent guarded by soldiers If 
there are hundred men in a village and on 1 y 
fifty of them report with rubber, then these are 
held hostage while solders are sent to shoot the 
other fifty and to burn the entire village. 

(Delathuy 1988, p. 529 in Breman 1990a, p. 93). 

Similarly in Australia, Social Darwinism provided the 

rationale for the fear of 'race degeneration' (Austin 

1992b, p. 9). This fear, according to Austin, was felt so 

real by the State and the Church, that they went to great 

lengths to 'keep the "full-bloods" away from the "whites", 

and to keep the so-called "half-casts" away from the 

"whites" as well as the "full-bloods" ' (Austin 1992b, p. 

9) . Austin ( 1992b) notes that the 'full-bloods' were 

constructed as 'stone-age relics', who faces unavoidable 

extinction because they were expected to 'wither away once 

in contact with a "superior civilisation" ' (1992b. p. 9). 

The 'half-castes', on the other hand, were supposed to 

'breed out and become invisible among the white working 

class' (Austin 1992b, p. 9). This racial-biological 

continuum was therefore used firstly, to justify the 

forcible removal of children of mixed parentage from their 

families, and secondly, to establish homes or institutions 

for these children (Austin 1992a, p. 53). 

Meanwhile, in other parts of the world, Breman (1990b) 

reports some non-Europeans, Negroes, Chinese, and Javanese, 

for example, were being elevated to join the status of the 

'human race'. This upward movement marked the beginning, in 
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the early twentieth century, of a new colonial ideology 

that became known in Europe as the 'Ethical Policy' (1990b, 

p. 4). Under this policy, Breman notes that the native 

peoples were to 'take the long road to development' (1990b, 

p. 4) under white leadership. Consequently, after 

independence in the 1950s and 1960s, Breman notes, that the 

earlier colonial descriptions of colonised peoples, as 

representing 'the child-like stages of civilised mankind' 

continued within the stigma of 'underdevelopment' (Breman 

1990b, p. 4). In this discourse, 'underdeveloped' was the 

term applied to the communities of the Third World. 

According to Breman ( 1990b) , the historical body of 

literature on developmental problems of that period, sought 

the reason for the 'backwardness' of these countries, in 

the people's inability to develop on their own, rather than 

in the western domination and exploitation that they had 

suffered during the previous centuries (1990b, p. 4). 

So, these examples, provide some sense of the colonial 

social Darwinist constructions about colonised indigenous 

peoples. Perhaps, this sense of history is crucial to an 

understanding of competing constructions of indigenous 

peoples today. 

For example, Walton (1995) notes that the western 

discipline of psychology often constructs colonised peoples 

as 'deficient' (1995, p. 93). Even presently, in the 

western media, the colonised people are still compared 

negatively with the developmental speed of Europeans 

countries. Walton notes that the eventual challenge of 
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the Social Darwinist story of racial differences, by 

biologists and some anthropologists, did very little to 

dampen much of mainstream psychological constructions of 

the 'other', as deficient (1995, p. 93). 

However, Walton (1995) adds that a new field of cross

cultural research developed within the mainstream western 

psychology. Unlike the mainstream western psychology, this 

new field places greater emphasis on the social and 

cultural context of human behaviour, rather than assume 

that the developmental path of one culture should be 

universally applicable (1995, p. 93). 

These cross-cultural psychologists, are reported by Walton 

(1995), to have found various patterns of cognitive 

development amongst different cultures, and as a result, 

cautioned against applying western norms of development to 

other cultural communities (1995, p. 93). This new group 

saw mainstream western psychology as 'ethnocentric and in 

need of culturally specific approaches and methods' (Segal, 

M., Dasen, P., Berry, J., Poortinga, Y. 1990, p. 3 in 

Walton 1995, p. 93). 

Walton (1995, p. 93) suggests that the publication of 

Culture and Thought: A Psychological Introduction by Cole 

and Scribner (1974), contributed significantly to the 

development of the field of cross-cultural psychology. She 

argues, that for many years, mainstream psychology in the 

west tended to construct cognitive development as 

biological and universal. However, the findings of cross-
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cultural researchers like Cole and Scribner (1974) question 

this 'eurocentric individualist' (Wal ton 1995, p. 93) 

construction of cognitive development. 

Scribner and Cole (1974) found cognition to be a variable 

changing and dynamic process which was inter-related with 

social and cultural factors. Because Scribner and Cole's 

aim was to establish whether 'there really were cultural 

differences in cognitive processes' (1974, p. 1), they 

found that there was 'no evidence for different kinds of 

reasoning processes' (1974, p. 170 in Walton 1995, p. 93). 

In reviewing the cross-cultural cognitive research, Pick 

(1980) suggests that caution should be exercised in 

interpreting the research. She argues that familiarity 

with tasks and the use of relevant local materials can 

enable people from different cultural backgrounds to 

perform equally well on classification tasks which are 

designed to 'tap cognition' (Pick 1980, p. 123 in Walton 

1995, p. 94). In addition Pick (1980, pp. 126-128) also 

reviewed the cross-cultural research on intelligence. She 

shared the position taken by Cole and Scribner (1974), 

that different cultural groups did not differ cognitively 

in any significant ways (in Walton 1995, p. 94). Whereas 

earliest social scientists perceived the observed cultural 

differences and dissimilarities as sufficient evidence to 

conclude that there is underlying structural and cognitive 

differences between two people from different cultural 

backgrounds, especially between the Europeans and the non

Europeans (Cole & Scribner 1974, p. 25). 
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Chapter II 
DIFFERENT KINDS OF LITERACIES 

2 . O The Colonial Stories 

Without writing, the literate mind would not and could not 

think as it does, not only when engaged in writing but 

normally even when it is composing its thoughts in oral 

form. More than any other single invention, writing has 

transformed human consciousness. (Ong 1982, p.78) 

According to Wal ton, Havelock ( 1963), 

1982), 

Goody and Watt 

have argued, (1963), and Ong (1958, 1981, 

particularly about their work on the 'great divide', that 

'alphabetic literacy has significant cognitive and social 

consequences' (Walton 1995, pp. 134-135). Ong (1982) in 

particular, claims that the oral world is 'agonistically 

toned', 'homeostatic', and 'situational' rather than 

'abstract' (1982, pp. 42-49). Ong claims that the literate 

world 'fotsters abstractions that separates the knower from 

the known' (1982, pp. 43-44) while at the same time 

remaining 'analytic and objective' (1982, p. 46). In 

addition, Goody and Watt (1968) claim that the meaning of 

words, in the oral world are controlled by 'direct semantic 

ratification' (1968, p. 29) i.e. by real-life situations in 

which the word is used. Ong (1982) also argues that writing 

(Literacy) leads to 'restructuring of the consciousness' 

(Ong 1982, p. 78 in Street 1995, p. 154), thus enabling 

people to examine issues critically and separately from the 

social context and still be able to 'differentiate between 
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myth and history' (Ong 1982, pp. 48-49 in Street 1995, p. 

154). 

Having made these grand claims for literacy, it is 

important to determine just what Ong constructs as 

'literacy'. According to Ong (1982), literacy is 'True 

writing' ( 1982, p. 83) which 'does not consist of mere 

pictures and of representation of utterances that someone 

says or imagined to say' (1982, p. 84). This definition, 

according to Street (1995) excludes pictograms and 

different kinds of semiotic systems, syllabaries, and 

indeed some alphabets (1995, p. 154). These other systems, 

according to Ong, come close to 'true writing', but they 

lack the representation of vowel soun~s. They therefore 

call upon exterior knowledge from the reader (Street 1995, 

p. 154). 

The vocalic alphabet, according to Street (1995), is seen 

by Ong(1982), and some other authors like Havelock (1963) 

and Goody and Watt (1963), as a significant development in 

resolving the technical problems of representing sound 

graphically. They argue that the reader does not require 

any extra-textual information to be able to decode the 

signs (1995, p. 154). To Ong (1982), therefore, writing is 

most remote from the 'lifeworld, because it analyses sound 

most abstractly, into purely spatial components' (Street 

1995, p. 154). 

Street (1995) argues that at this point, Ong's (1982) 

argument moves from 'an apparently technical analysis of 
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the nature of writing systems, to a historical and social 

analysis of the nature of human mentality' (1995, p. 154). 

Street (1995) also notes that Goody (1987), Olson (1977), 

and Ong (1982) further, claim that literacy in the vocalic 

alphabet system, ' "enables" "facilitates" and "fosters" 

the shift from "pre-logical" mentality to a "logical" 

mentality' (1995, p. 154). They also claim that 'writing 

leads to the growth of science, obj ecti vi ty, critical 

thought, and abstraction' (Street 1995, p.155). Street says 

it is on these assumptions, that claims regarding 'Western 

Superiority' (1995 p.155) are founded. 

2. 1 Postcolonial Stories 

As mentioned in the previous section of the chapter, 

alphabetic literacy, has for centuries, been assumed to give 

rise to higher-order cognitive abilities, and to more 

analytic, and logical thought, than is typical of oral 

cultures (Ong 1982). According to Walton (1995), this 

almost commonsense assumption is disputed by Scribner and 

Cole, through their work with the Vai people of Liberia 

(1995, p. 135). 

The Vai, according to Sribner and Cole (1981), are a Mande-

speaking people of northwestern Liberia. "' They practi~ed 

slash-and-burn rice farming using simple iron tools. They 

are reported to have attained a special place in world 

history, as one of the few cultures to have independently 

invented a phonetic writing system (Scriber & Cole 1981, pp. 

31-34). This script, a syllabary of 200 characters with a 
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common core of 20-40, is claimed by Scribner and Cole, to 

have been actively used for more than a century and a half 

within the context of traditional rural life. It coexisted 

with the Arabic and Roman alphabets (Scribner & Cole 1981, 

p. 32). Though, the Vai script is widely available to all 

members of the society, in practice, it is claimed to be 

confined to men. It is transmitted outside of any 

institutional setting and without the formation of a 

professional teacher group (Scribner & Cole 1978, p. 25 in 

Walton 1995, p. 138). 

The fact that literacy is acquired in the Vai society 

without formal schooling, and that literates and non

literates share common material and social conditions, 

allows for a direct test of the relationship between 

literacy and thinking, than is possible in a western society 

(Scribner & Cole 1978, p. 25 in Walton 1995, p. 143). 

According to Walton (1995), Scribner and Cole (1978) set out 

to test the idea that literacy changes our thought 

processes. They compared Via people's competency in three 

different literacies - (Via, Arabic, and English) with the 

non-literate, on a range of cognitive tasks. They found 

that there was no 'superior memory in general' among 

Qu'ranic students, nor 'better language integration skills' 

in general (1978, p.36) among Via literates. With respect to 

intellectual consequences of literacy, however, Scribner and 

Cole (1978) found that if literacy is separated from the 

effect of schooling, it has some limited cognitive 

consequences which are not enough to support the 'great-
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divide' theory (Scriber & Cole 1978 pp 35-37, in Walton 

1995, p. 138, Adapted from Adepoyibi 1997, p.14). 

Scribner and Cole noted that: 

perhaps the most challenging questions is how to balance 

the appreciation of the special skills involved in 

writing, with the appreciation of the fact that there is 

no evidence which confirm that writing promotes general 

mental abilities. (1978, p. 36) 

They added: 

there is nothing in our findings that would lead us to 

speak of cognitive consequences of literacy, with the 

notion in mind that such consequences affect 

intellectual performance in all tasks to which the human 

mind is put . (Scribner & Cole 1978, p. 36) 

Scribner and Cole (1978) concluded that 'the metaphor of a 

"great divide" may not be appropriate for specifying 

differences among literates and non-literates under 

contemporary conditions' (1978, pp. 36-8). 

Graff (1987a) names this issue the 'literacy myth'. 

Education is supposed to do many things: 'stimulate economic 

development, provide a foundation for democracy, and expose 

people to common values' (1987a, p. 384). However, Levin 

(1981), maintains that despite an increase in educational 

attainment rates today, over what they were thirty or forty 

years ago, the optimism for better democracy, economic 

development, and social equality in Africa, Asia or Latin 

America is fading (1987a, p. 384). Graff (1987a) adds that 
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education and literacy may change, but the supposed good 

effects may not necessarily follow (1987a p. 384). 

For example, Gee, notes that: 

the most striking continuity in the history of literacy 

that emerges from Graff's book is the way it has been 

used, in age after age, to solidify the social 

hierarchy, empower elites, and ensure that people lower 

in the hierarchy accept the values, norms, and beliefs 

of the elites, even when it is not in their self

interest (or 'class interest') to do so. (Gee 1988, p. 

206) 

Freire (1970, 1973, 1985) succinctly argues that 'literacy 

empowers people only when it renders them active questioners 

of the social reality around them' (cited in Gee 1988, p.208). 

Freire adds: 

Reading the world always precedes reading the 

word, and reading the word implies continually 

reading the world ... or re-writing and 

transforming it by means of conscious, practical 

work ... this dynamic movement is central to the 

literacy process. (Freire & Macedo, 1987 p. 35) 

2. 2 Alphabetic Literacies 
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The introduction of the Greek letters into 

inscription somewhere about 700 B . C. was to 

alter the character of human culture, placing a 

gulf between all alphabetic societies and their 

precursors. The Greeks did not just invent an 

alphabet; they invented literacy and the 

literate basis of modern thought. (Havelock, 

1982, p. 82) 



Olson (1977) claims that the evolution of writing, both in 

cultural and developmental terms, emanates from 'utterance 

to text' ( 1977, p. 2 62) . He notes that while text is 

claimed to have originated with the Greek alphabet, it has 

also gained prominence with the British essayists (Olson 

1977, p. 262). 

Olson (1977), working principally with the seminal works of 

Havelock (1963), and Goody and Watt (1968), argues that the 

invention of the alphabetic writing system gave to Western 

culture, 'many of its predominant features, including an 

altered conception of language and an altered conception of 

rational man' (1977, p. 263). Olson (1977), further argues 

that this situation arose partly from 'putting the meaning 

into the text' (1977, p.263) as opposed to extracting 

meaning from within the context. 

As mentioned in the earlier part of this paper, writers 

such as Ong (1982), Goody (1978) and Havelock (1963, 1982) 

claim among other qualities, that alphabetic literacy 

leads to general and abstract use of language, and the 

ability to distinguish between myth and history (Walton 

1995, p. 134) In reviewing Ong' s, Goody's, and 

Havelock's work, Gee (1988) notes that in addition to all 

the qualities attributed to literacy previously, the 

acquisition of literacy skills is also claimed to make 

people more: 
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innovative, achievement oriented, productive, 

cosmopolitan, politically aware, more globally 



oriented, and less likely to commit crime. (Gee 1988 , 

p. 196) 

According to Gee (1988), this common and popular notion 

that literacy has these powerful effects, form what Graff 

(1987a) refers to, in his book (The Legacies of Literacy: 

Continuities and Contradictions in Western Cultures and 

Society) as 'literacy myth' (1987a, p. 196). 

Graff (1987b) argues, that there is little historical 

evidence based on his research, to suggest that literacy is 

an 'agent of change' (Graff 1987b, p. 4 in Walton 1995, p. 

142). Graff (1987b) argues instead, that where such 

evidence exists, the role of literacy is always 'more 

complex, contradictory, and deeply intertwined with other 

factors than the literacy myth allowed' (cited in Gee .1988, 

p. 196). Walton (1995) notes that for Graff, literacy is a 

dependent variable of change, rather than an independent 

variable in the process of change (1995, p.142). Graff 

states that: 

writing alone is not an 'agent of change', its impact 

is determined by the manner in which human agency 

exploits it in a specific setting. Moreover, literacy 

is an acquired skill, in a way in which oral ability 

or nonverbal, nonliterate communicative modes are not 

... we need to be wary of drawing overly firm lines 

between the oral and the literate. (Graff 1987a, p . 4) 

2. 3 Oral Literacies 

23 

Oral cultures indeed produce powerful and beautiful 

verbal performances of high artistic and human worth , 



which are no longer even possible once writing has 

taken possession of the psyche. Nevertheless, 

without writing, human consciousness cannot achieve 

its fuller potentials, cannot produce other beautiful 

and powerful creations. In this sense orality needs 

to produce, and is destined to produce writing. (Ong 

1982, pp. 14-15) 

Olson (1977) argues that the Greek alphabet and the growth 

of literacy are the basis of western science and 

philosophy. He also argues that this is not sufficient 

reason to assume that people from oral culture are 

'primitive' (1977, p. 263). He adds that modern 

anthropology has provided many examples of 'theoretical, 

mythical, and technological systems of impressive 

sophistication and appropriateness' ( 1977, p. 2 63) . These 

examples prove that intricate and broad literatures could 

exist in the absence of the alphabetic writing system. For 

example, Milman Parry (1971) reports that in 1928, the Iliad 

and the Odyssey, which were usually attributed to a literate 

Horner, were actually examples of oral work, composed over 

many centuries by preliterate bards for their non-reading 

audiences (Parry, 1971 cited in Olson 1977, p. 263). Olson 

also claims that the books of Moses and the Prophets 

included in the Bible, are recorded versions of statements 

which were developed through oral methods as part of an 

oral culture (1977, p. 263). 

Olson (1977) further argues, that the invention of writing 

did not end the oral traditions. He points out that some 

aspects of the oral tradition 'merely coexist with the more 

dominant literate traditions' (1977, p. 264). In fact, Ong 
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(1982) reports that Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), (the 

father of modern linguistics), had called attention to the 

significance of oral speech. He claims it that there is a 

persistent tendency of researchers to think of writing as 

the basic form of language (Ong 1982, p. 5) For de 

Saussure (1959), Ong (1982) notes, writing has its 

'simultaneous usefulness, shortcomings, and dangers' (1959 

pp. 23-24, in Ong 1982, p. 5). However, de Saussure still 

saw writing as a 'compliment to oral speech' rather than a 

'transfer of verbalisation' (Ong 1982, p. 5). 

In support of this evidence, Street (1995) reports that the 

accounts of oral literature by Finnegan (1973, 1988), 

Halverson (1992 a & b), and Bloch (1975), indeed describe 

courts of law and political speech in 'small-scale so

called, non-literate' societies as having 'ample evidence 

of logic and abstraction' (1995, pp. 156-157). 

argues that: 

all people have conventions for formalising, 

distancing, analysing, separating and holding some 

things constant, while acting as if the evanescent 

world could be fixed. (Street 1995, p. 157) 

2. 4 Functional Literacies 

Street 

According to Walton (1996), there is more than one account 

of the functional literacy story. Walton says that some 

critics of functional literacy associate it with the 

'passive mastery of the so-called survival skills or basic 

literacy' skills (1996, p. 11). 
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Cressy (1981), for example, was reported by Lankshear and 

Lawler (1989), to have done a study of the type of literacy 

that took place in England between 15 3 0 and 173 0. 

Lankshear and Lawler claim, that Cressy (1981) described 

the literacy programme of the time as either 'passive' or 

'active'. They claim that passive literacy was concerned 

with reading only, while active literacy involved both 

reading and writing (Lankshear & Lawler 1989, p. 44 in 

Walton 1996, p. 11). 

Another description of functional literacy, was by 

McLaughlin (1991). She contrasted education as 'for the 

people' or for 'economic reasons', which in her opinion, 

was not always 'for the benefit of the people' (McLaughling 

in Mcconaghy 1991, p. 112, in Walton 1996, p. 11). 

Walton notes that Lankshear and Lawler (1989), see passive 

functional literacy as having the ideological effect of 

'reproducing the "status quo"' (Walton 1996, p.11). In the 

field of adult education for example, Walton (1996) notes 

that Lankshear and Lawler refer to the contemporary 

constructions of functional literacy, as 'official' 

functional literacy (Lankshear & Lawler 1989, p. 63 in 

Walton 1996, p. 11). For Lankshear and Lawler (1989), this 

is principally a 'negative' term used to imply some 

'minimal passive state of coping with the incursions of the 

modern literate world' (Lankshear & Lawler 1989, p. 64, in 

Walton 1996, p.11). 
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Lankshear and Lawler add that the functionally literate 

person is trained to 'follow rather than lead' (1989, p.65). 

For them, this form of literacy is seen as a 'dysfunctional 

form of political impotence' (Lankshear & Lawler 1989, p . 

65) . Consequently, they label functional literacy as 

'improper literacy' (Lankshear & Lawler 1989, p. 72, in 

Walton 1996, p. 11), 'because it constrains the capacity of 

the learners to develop control over their lives' 

(Lankshear & Lawler 1989, p. 72, in Walton 1996, p. 11). 

Walton (1996) describes other constructions of functional 

literacy as 'some minimum level of competence necessary for 

minimal social participation' (1996, p.11). McLaren (1988) 

lends support to this view when he describes functional 

literacy as the level required to 'decode simple texts such 

as street signs, the front page of a newspaper, or 

instruction manual ... 'somewhere between the fourth and 

eighth grade levels of standardised reading tests' (McLaren 

1988, p. 213, in Walton 1996, p. 11). 

All the descriptions of functional literacy mentioned above 

tend to support Paulo Freire's (1970, 1987) story about 

literacy and illiteracy. For example, Barbara Bee (1981) 

reporting on Freire's work on literacy, refers to Freire 

(1970) as saying that: 
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all too often, literacy education is seen as a means to 

economic and technological expansion . Freire, while not 

denying the need for development, is severely critical 

of mechanistic approaches to both literacy and 

education, arguing that mass production as an 

organisation of human labour is one of the most potent 



instruments of exploitation. (Bee 1981, pp. 48-49, in 

Mackie 1981, pp. 48-49) 

Freire (1973) argues that functional literacy does little 

to touch the consciousness of the illiterate. He claims 

that functional literacy encourages its recipients to be 

passive and accepting of other peoples' ideology, without 

critically examining the motives and principles behind 

those ideologies. As a result, Freire (1973) argues that 

for literacy training to be valid, it must enable the 

learner to intervene with reality. It must allow the 

learner to experience responsibility, at all levels of 

his/her community activities, such as the schools, trade 

unions, places of employment, neighbourhoods, churches, 

mosques, clubs, and rural communities (1973, p.36). 

For Freire (1970), .functional literacy like illiteracy, is 

allied to a lack of critical consciousness, to the further 

oppression of men and women, and to the creation of the 

'culture of silence in which the masses are mute' (1970, 

p.211). Freire adds that the masses may be able to read and 

write, but 'they are alienated from the power responsible 

for their silence' (Freire 1970, p. 211). 

Thus Freire (1981) says, the functionally literate, 'never 

learn that their action upon the world is transforming, 

that they might voice their thoughts, feelings and 

attitudes about the kind of society they see as 

desirable' (1981, p. 49). Freire argues that functional 

literacy does just what its title suggests, 'it enable one 

to function, rather than dynamically interact with and 
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transform one's society for the better' (Bee 1981, p. 49 in 

Mackie 1981, p. 49). 

Walton (1996) notes that because of the current fast pace 

of change in our postmodern economy, functional literacy is 

becoming problematic (1996, p.11). McCormack (1991) coined 

another term, 'technical literacy' (McCormack 1991, p. 175 

in Walton 1996, pp. 11-12) which, because of its vocational 

characteristics is described as 'the uses of written and 

electronic text' (McCormack 1991, p. 175) useful for 

routine procedural work specifically in the workplace, and 

in everyday life (McCormack 1991, p. 175 in Christie et al 

1991, vol. 2, p. 175). According to McCormack (1991) 

workers increasingly rely on the electronic and written 

text for their work medium, as opposed to the old 'tacit 

knowledge or knowledge learned on the job' (1991, p. 188, in 

Walton 1996, p. 12). As a result, our understanding of 

functional literacy or workplace literacy are changing. 

Christie et al (1991), like Freire (1970, 1973) suggests 

that functional literacy may be a necessary tool for people 

to acquire for the purposes of minimal social 

participation, but that it is 'not sufficient', for 

critical and full participation in political, social, or 

economic lives of people (1991, vol. 1, p. 9, in Walton 

1996, p.12). 
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2. 5 Criticisms of the Alphabetic literacies 

The Greeks' concern with alphabetic literacy was not 

without critics. For example, Olson (1977) argues that it 

is not possible to interrogate written statements, if a 

misunderstanding occurred. They could not be altered to 

meet the needs of listeners or readers (Olson 1977, p. 

268). This type of criticism about writing, might have led 

Socrates (in Phaedrus) to conclude that: 

p.51) 

Anyone who leaves behind him a written 

manual, and likewise anyone who takes it 

over from him on the supposition that such 

writing will provide something reliable 

and permanent, must be exceedingly simple 

minded . 

(Phaedrus, 227c, cited in Goody & Watt 1968, 

According to Gee (1988), Plato was another critic of the 

alphabetic literacy. He was the first literate and writer 

in Western culture, recorded 'to have criticised writing 

in writing' (Gee 1988, p .197) especially in his dialogue 

the Phaedrus (see also Rowe 1986, Derrida 1972). 

In the first instance, Plato is recorded to have claimed 

that 'writing led to the deterioration of human memory and 

to a view of knowledge which was both facile and 

false' (cited in Gee 1988, p. 197). Plato also claims that 

because of writing, knowledge no longer had to be 

internalised, and made 'part of oneself' (cited in Gee 1988, 

p. 197). Rather, Plato argue that writing allowed, perhaps 

even encouraged, 'a reliance on the written text as an 
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'external Crutch' or 'reminder' (cited in Gee 1988, p. 197). 

For Plato, therefore, one knew only what one could 

reflectively defend in a practical and interactive dialogue 

with someone else. Furthermore, Plato argued that the 

written text tempted one to take its words as 

'authoritative and final because of its illusory quality of 

seeming to be explicit, clear, complete, closed, and self

sufficient' (cited in Gee 1988, p. 197). 

In addition to these flaws in writing, Gee (1988) notes 

that two others were recorded to be very important to 

Plato. To cite the dialogue, the first of these is: 

So era t es: I think writing has 

feature, which makes it like painting. 

this strange 

The offspring 

of painting stand there as if alive, but if you ask 

them something, they preserve a quite solemn silence. 

Similarly with written words: you might think that 

they spoke as if they had some thought in their 

heads, but if you ever ask them about any of the 

things they say out of a desire to learn, they point 

to just one thing, the same thing each time. (275d4-

275el) 

(quoted in Gee, 1988, p. 197) 

Socrates described the second part of the dialogue 

thus: 
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And when once it is written, every composition is 

trundled about everywhere in the same way, in the 

presence of those who know about the subject and of 

those who have nothing at all to do with it, and it 

does not know how to address those it should address 

and not those it should not. When it is ill-treated 

and unjustly abused, it always needs its father to 
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help it; for it is incapable of defending or helping 

itself. (275el - 275e6 quoted in Gee, 1988, pp. 

197-198). 

According to Gee (1988) these charges are connected, in the 

sense that writing cannot def end itself nor can it 

withstand questioning. For Plato therefore, 'true 

knowledge' comes when one person makes a statement and 

another asks 'what do you mean?' (Gee 1988, p. 198). 

According to Gee (1988), Plato is of the opinion that this 

type of question, forces the speaker to 're-say' in another 

word ( s) , the message he or she is actually trying to 

convey. In this process, the speaker sees more deeply what 

he/she means, and tries to respond to the voice of the 

listener (1988, p. 198). Plato argues that writing is 

incapable of responding to the question 'what do you mean' 

by repeating what is in 'the text' (Gee 1988, p. 198). Gee 

notes, in addition, that writing, by its nature can travel 

'in space and time' ( 1988, p. 198) away from its author 

(for Plato, its 'father') to be read and interpreted by 

anyone, and anyhow irrespective of the reader's training 

and purpose (Gee 1988, p. 198). 

A living example of the interpretation of a written text, 

according to Gee (1988) is the Holy Bible (and indeed 

Qu 'ran), by people who have used it to validate 

'imperialism, racism, wealth, war, exploitation and 

subjugation' against people of another race, gender, and 

class (1988, p. 198). 
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Principally, Plato is saying that the voice behind the text 

cannot explain what he or she actually means, neither can 

it speak differently to the individual reader, according to 

that reader's nature or context . Plato's main criticism of 

the written text, therefore is that the reader can freely 

interpret the text, without the authority of the author 

being present, to 'correct' or enforce any authoritative 

interpretation of the text (Gee 1988, p. 198). 

Plato therefore considered only: 

dialogic thought, speaking, and writing [as) authentic, 

with the proviso that writing was inherently prone to 

anti-dialogic properties. (cited in Gee 1988, p. 199) 

According to Gee (1988), Plato's own way of resolving this 

conflict, as a writer, was to write dialogues and to warn 

readers that writing of any sort should never be taken too 

seriously (1988, p. 199). For Plato, 'authentic uses of 

language were always educational in the root sense of 

'drawing out of oneself and others, what was good, 

beautiful and true' (cited in Gee 1988, p. 199). 

2. 6 Cultural/ Social Literacies 

It is argued in the beginning part of this paper, that much 

of the earlier study of literacy, was based mainly on the 

narrow notion of what literacy meant in Western culture. 

For example, Street (1995) notes that what people assume 

about the nature of literacy is often defined from their 

own cultural perspective and their own academic subculture 
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(1995, p. 74). He argues that these assumptions are 

usually rooted in the general belief within western 

societies, that literacy is a source of 'progress, 

objectivity, rationality and scientific achievement' for an 

individual and the country (1995, p. 74). This suggests, 

according to Block (1989), that other cultures without the 

western type of literacy education and 'progress' lack 

'enlightenment' (Block 1989, pp. 15-38, in Street 1995, p. 

74) . 

Similarly, Clanchy (1979) argues that earlier period of 

western history were 'dark ages', in which the candle of 

reason and knowledge was kept alight, by a handful of 

literate 'clerics' (1979 in Street 1995, p. 74). Within 

this framework, Street (1995) argues, that the study of the 

transition from orality to literacy (writing) in 'other 

cultures' tended to be a study of 'how far "they" were 

becoming like "us" since "we" ... have achieved such 

technological progress ... [with our form of] literacy ... 

it is only a matter of time until "they" "catch up"' 

(Street, 1995, p. 74). Street notes that because of this 

fundamental ethnocentric belief, people have developed a 

positive view of literacy (1995, p. 74). 

However, according to Street (1993), some researchers and 

theorists, who were not satisfied with these assumptions, 

and with the autonomous model of literacy, saw literacy 

practices as being unavoidably connected with society's 

cultural and power structures (1993, p.7) These 

theorists, according to Heath (1986), are increasingly 
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acknowledging the difficulty involved in separating 

cultural literacy from reading and writing. Heath notes, 

that some of the theorists argue, that reading and writing 

could be a 'futile and empty' exercise, if not accompanied 

by 'at least some form of cultural knowledge' (Health 1986, 

p. 16, in McLaren 1988, p. 215). Heath (1986), therefore, 

emphasises inseparable links between literacy, context, and 

meaning when she notes: 

Unless accompanied with cultural knowledge, personal 

drive, political motivation, or economic opportunity, 

literacy does not lead the writer to make the essential 

leap from literacy to being literate - from knowing 

what the words say to understanding what they mean. 

(Heath 1986, p . 16, in McLaren 1988, p.15) 

So if literacies are understood to include cultural and 

social technologies which encompass the alphabet, video, 

film, and different forms of the arts, then we might argue 

that the literacies of oral cultures which use a variety of 

meaning making media, should be included in the literacy 

discussion (Walton 1996, p. 81). Walton (1996) further 

argues that this broader reference point will endeavour to 

accept some of the different ways through which 'indigenous 

peoples read and write the world (1996, p. 81). Hodge and 

Mishra (1990) add that this broader frame of reference will 

also come to admit the existence and the reality of the 

complexity of indigenous cultures, and the many signs and 

symbols which they use for 'cultural production and 

reproduction' (Hodge & Mishra 1990 p. 76, in Walton 1996, 

p. 82). 
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Street (1987) proposes an alternative 'ideological' model 

of literacies which takes into account, the embededness of 

literacies within different contexts (1987, p. 49). Walton 

claims that Street's ideological model 'emphasises the 

overlap between oral and written practices and does not 

dichotomise culture or people as literate/illiterate, 

written/oral' (Walton 1996, p. 83). By taking this 

perspective, Street (1987) poses an important challenge to 

the 'great divide' theories, which completely disregard the 

literacies that exist in societies, which do no have the 

type of writing system as defined by the west (Street 1987, 

p. 49 in Walton 1996, p. 83). 

The idea that literacies are 'culturally and historically 

variable social technologies' (Walton 1996, p. 81), 

illustrate the argument that Indigenous literacies may not 

necessarily parallel the functions/forms, and the 

associated social practices of English literacies (Walton 

1996, p. 81). This broader notion of literacy, according 

to Walton (1996) supports Davies's, Muecke's, Narogin's and 

Shoemaker's (1990) position when they say: 
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What we call 'writing' need not be always defined by 

the Gurtenberg tradition of script on paper 

[but] ... is definable as any sort of meaningful 

inscription, and in the case of Aboriginal 

Australia, this would include sand paintings, and 

drawing ... body marking, as well as engravings on 

bark or stone . (Davis , J., Muecke, S., Mudrooroo , M. 

& Shoemaker, A. 1990, p. 3, in Walton 1996, p . 82) 



And in the case of the Yoruba tribe of Nigeria, Horton 

(1993) says that writing includes, in addition to body 

painting, 

a sophisticated and complex geomantic divinatory tool 

which uses nuts, signs, and increasing squares of the 

number four to predict all facets of the future by 

Eshu, god of Ifa' [divination). (Horton 1993, p. 2) 

In fact Geoffrey Parrinder (in Horton 1993) claims that Ifa 

is the 'only instance of writing practiced in modern times 

among the pagans and non-Islamic peoples' (1993, p. 2) and 

that it remains very popular today. Being a Yoruba child, 

my own personal experiences while growing up in Nigeria, 

confirms Horton's and Parrinder's view of the popularity 

and significance of Ifa in the lives of many Yoruba people. 

Most often many Yoruba people do not make any major life 

decisions (such as marriage for example) without consulting 

Ifa. 

So, if 'what we call writing' (Davies et al 1990, p. 3) can 

be expanded to include indigenous visual literacies, such 

as art, sculpture, painting, television, and the 

'increasing squares of the number four' (Horton 1993, p. 2) 

made on Ifa divination slate, then Walton (1996) argues, 

that indigenous visual literacies may 'find their rightful 

place' in the literacy debate (1996, p. 107). An example of 

visual literacy is this painting prepared by a group of 

Pintupi artist about school at Walungurru (Kintore). 

37 



Pintupi painting about schooling at Walungurru (Kintore) 

Place, cam;,. J.nSt1lul1on, 
knowledge source 

... foolprmt.s (t.hrough Lime, place) 

C Abongmal adult 

C Aboriginal child 

~ non-Aboriginal adult 

non-Aboriginal Aust~alia, 
government 

spear 

coola.'nan 

Representation and key to painting· from Keeffe. 1992. From the Centre to the City: Aboriginal 
Education , Culture and Power. p. 23 (Figure 2) , The Aboriginal Studies Press. Canberra. 

Source: 
108, 

Walton, C. 1996, Critical Social Literacies, p. 
NTU Press, Darwin, 

According to Walton (1996), when the significance of the 

painting was explained by Keefe (1992), to a non-indigenous 

audience, it constructs and conveys at least four messages: 
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(1) a powerful critique of indigenous people 
experiences with colonial and neo-colonial 
education; 

(2) the nature of the imposed curricula, 

(3) the people's powerlessness through many of the 
phases of government policy; and 

(4) it asserts a counter-discourse to Aboriginalist 
construction of indigenous peoples as 'other'. 

(Keefe 1992, pp. 24-28 in Walton 1996, p. 109 ) 



Walton (1996) notes that, for Keefe (1992) the painting is 

an example of a 'visual medium being created out of the 

explicit interaction with two different cultural worlds' 

(Keeffe 1992, p. 30, in Walton 1996, p. 109). 

Walton (1996) also notes that while the painting 

demonstrates the difference between form and content, it, 

at the same time, illustrates 'the idea of literacy as a 

metaphor for reading and writing the world using a variety 

of media or technologies' (1996, p. 110). Wal ton adds , 

that the painting supports poststructuralist 

interpretations of meanings 'as not only in the text, but 

also within the intertextual resources' which are required 

to read and write written and visual texts (Walton 1996, p. 

111) . Thus, study of cultural and social literacies and 

literatures, should broaden the definition of literacies 

making them 'inclusive of English/'english', vernacular and 

visual literacies' (Walton 1996, p 111). This might help to 

undermine 'the centre's construction of literacy as reading 

and writing "proper" alphabetical English in schools' 

(Walton 1996, p. 111). 

2.7 The Canon 

According to Ashcroft, B., Griffiths, G., and Tiffin, H. 

(1989), one of the main features of imperial times is the 

control over language. They claim that the imperial 

education system, puts in place a 'standard' version of the 

metropolitan language, as the desired level of achievement, 

39 



and labels all other languages as 'impure' (1989, p. 7). 

Language, thus becomes the transmitting agent through which 

a hierarchical structure of power is perpetuated, and 

through which the idea of 'truth, order, and reality' 

become established (1989, p. 7). 

For example, Ashcroft et al (1989) notes that the study of 

English as a privileged academic subject, in nineteenth

century Britain has always been a political and cultural 

phenomenon. Ashcroft et al argue, that this was 'a 

practice in which language and literature have been called 

into the service of a profound and embracing nationalism' 

(1989, pp. 2-3). Gauri Viswanathan (1987) gave an example 

of the situation in India, where the 'institutionalisation 

and subsequent valorisation of English literary 

study' (1987, p.17) helped to shape the ideological beliefs 

of the colonial time. Viswanathan (1987) notes, in the case 

of India, that the: 

British colonial administrators, provoked by 

missionaries on the one hand and fears of native 

insubordination on the other, discovered an ally in 

English literature to support them in maintaining 

control of the natives under the guise of a liberal 

education. 

(Viswanathan 1978, p . 17, in Ashcroft et al, 1989, p. 3) 

Ashcroft et al (1989) also argued, that the study of 

English and the growth of the British empire, helped 

authenticate a 'privileging norm' (1989, p. 3) at the heart 

of the formation of English Studies. 
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This in turn served 



as a gauge for 'the denial of the value of the peripheral, 

the marginalised, and the uncanonised' (1989, p. 3). 

For postcolonial writers, the issue is, according to 

McLaren (1988), the 'means by which history has granted 

certain texts canonical status and excluded the local 

cultural canon of subjugated groups such as blacks, and 

women ' ( 19 8 8 , p . 2 2 4 ) . This means that history is often 

written by the 'powerful' (McLaren 1988, p . 224) . 

Consequently, works by writers who happen to be female or 

black, or works that were perceived to be 'inhospitable to 

the dominant culture' (McLaren 1988, p. 224) were not 

admitted to the National Canon. For instance McLaren 

notes, in the American context: 

in Bloom's sanctified universe, it would be 

scandalous to include in the pantheon of great 

literary master, the figures of [such Black writes) 

as Richard Wright, James Baldwin, ~alph Ellison, or 

Alice Walker. 

(McLaren 1988, p. 225) 

These African-American writers are described by Baker 

(1984) as: 
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writers whose brilliant vernacular ascriptions , 

writing 'degree zero' and carnivalesque discourse 

have broken down the time and space of the 

conventional aesthetic theory of the 'white male 

Brahrnins' . 

(Baker 1984, pp. 150-151, in McLaren 1988, p. 
225) 



The power, of the so-called powerful is, in my view, being 

gradually rejected and eroded with the emergence of new 

literature and the new literates. They are forging their 

way into the traditional literary canon, through the 

postcolonial, and poststructuralist discourses about 

cultural, social and critical literacies. 

Ashcroft et al (1989), therefore argue, that the canon 

should be regarded as a set of 'reading practices' (1989, 

p. 189). These reading practices are described as 'the 

enactment of innumerable individual and community 

assumptions about genre, literature, and writing' (1989, p. 

189). The canon thus becomes a body of texts, which needs 

to be subverted and replaced with wider text choices (1989, 

p. 189). 

For McLaren (1988) and Ashcroft et al (1989), the issue is 

not only to add minority literatures, oral literatures, and 

other non-canonical literary work to the canon, but: 

to study canonical and non-canonical works 

comparatively with an eye to the historical and 

ideological reasons why some works are canonised and 

others are not, and the interest [that) such works 

promote within power and knowledge junctures ... in 

wider institutional and social contexts. (McLaren 

1988, p. 226) 

According to Walton, postcolonial literatures 'explode the 

notion of standard English' (1996, p. 59). They belittle the 

idea of a 'single culture masquerading as the originating 

centre' thus decentre the canon (Ashcroft et al 1989, p. 
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196 in Walton 1996, p. 59) . Rushdie (1991a) describes the 

use of English in India as 'one of the tools they have to 

have' (1991a, p. 64). Rushdie adds that the English 

language was not simply used, but it was re-made 'for our 

own purposes' (Rushdie 1991b, p. 17 in Walton 1996, p. 57). 

This colonial legacy - the English language, creates what 

Walton (1996) calls the 'new Hybrid cultures, cultural 

texts and subjectivities (1996, p. 59). 

(1989) add: 

Ashcroft et al 

Postcolonial culture is inevitably a hybridised 

phenomena involving a dialectical relationship 

between the 'grafted' European cultural systems and 

an Indigenous ontology, with its impulse to create or 

re-create an independent local identity. 

(Ashcroft 1989, p. 195, in Walton 1996, p. 59) 

Walton (1996) notes that for the British imperial and 

colonial powers, this colonial legacy has left its mark in 

what Rushdie calls 'cultural identity' (1991b, p. 130 in 

Walton 1996, p. 59). 

According to Elizabeth Fox-Genovese (1986), the traditional 

canon is deeply bound by gender, race, and class. At the 

same time, she argues that the present canon need not be 

completely rewritten. Instead, she suggests that two 

things must be done for social transformation to take 

place. 'Firstly, 'the established canon must be 

reinterpreted from the perspectives of history, race, 

class, and gender. 
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Secondly, 

' ·• · ,, ::. .. r t.RRITORY liNl ,L._ .' 11 

'the canon must be 

tw· .at, 1 



expanded' (Fox-Genovese 1986, pp. 141-142, in McLaren 1988, 

p. 234). 

The postcolonial construction of the canon is thus helping 

to challenge the supposed neutrality of texts. For Walton 

(1996), it 'offers powerful counter-reading positions from 

which to deconstruct/reconstruct the western canon' (1996, 

p. 61). Walton (1996) adds that postcolonial literary 

studies also helps to create 'the space [within the 

traditional canon] for postcolonial "others" to construct 

their own subjectivities while simultaneously 

deconstructing the centre's construction of them' (1996, p. 

61). Post-colonial literatures thus challenge the centre 

and the periphery notion of English literary texts as the 

standard by which all other text must be judged and which 

describes all other international literary text in english 

as deviant (Walton 1996, p. 61). 
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Chapter III 
FREIREAN CRITICAL LITERACY 

3 . O As First developed by Freire 

Paulo Freire, a Brazilian-born educator and leading 

theorist of critical literacy, presents his theory of 

literacy and argues for an educational practice based on 

joint authorship or dialogue between teachers and learners 

as equally knowing participants. Recognising that 

illiterates are, in general, oppressed in highly literate 

societies, he states that literacy educat~on needs to focus 

on empowering the people thus functioning as a form of 

cultural action (Minami & Kennedy 1991, p. 248). 

During Freire's work on the National Literacy Campaign with 

the Brazilian peasants in the 1960s, he evolved a theory of 

literacy based on his conviction that every human being is 

capable of 'critically engaging in the world' (McLaren 

1988, p. 218), in a dialogical contact with other humans. 

According to Murray (1990), Freire (1972) believes that the 

peasants' own knowledge and intellectual ability is valid, 

and that the peasants do not need to be dependent on the 

rich or the educated. The group that Freire worked with 

engaged in dialogues and thus discovered the power of their 

combined knowledge (1990, p. 61). Freire's theory of 

literacy, therefore, focuses on empowering the oppressed by 

stressing that literacy learning and teaching should build 
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upon the learners' indigenous language as a basis for 

developing reading and writing skills (Murray 1990, p. 61, 

adapted from Adepoyibi 1997, p. 3). 

Basically, Freire rejects the notion that becoming 

literate means simply acquiring the mechanical skills of 

reading, writing, and increasing vocabulary. Instead, 

drawing on his experience with the non-literate farmers of 

Brazil, he advocates an adult literacy education that 

promotes knowledge through the critical examination of 

existing social conditions, as an integral part of the 

curriculum (Minarni & Kennedy 1991, p. 248). 

A frequently reported thesis of Freire, according to 

McLaren (1988) I is that approaches to literacy, 

irrespective of culture or country, must constitute the 

recognition of learners' linguistics and communication 

skills which they bring with them into the classroom rather 

than just the 'alphabetisation of the so-called illiterate 

students' (1988, p. 220). According to Freire (1987), 'no 

text can be taught to students in antiseptic isolation from 

their life and culture' (1987, p. 42). 

point when he remarks: 

He adds to this 
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If adult literacy was once treated and realised in 

an authoritarian way, ... now literacy is an act of 

knowledge, a creative act, a political act, and an 

effort to read the word and the world. 

(Freire 1987, p. 43, cited in McLaren 1988, p. 220). 



According to Harskamp-Srnith and Harskamp-Srnith (1994), the 

foundation of Freire's (1972) conceptualisation of literacy 

and teaching as a political practice is the notion of 

'learning to name the world' (1994, p. 104). On this 

basis, Harskamp-Srnith and Harskamp-Srnith (1994), argue that 

minority groups can construct a model for changing that 

world through the transforrnative power of language. 

Literacy, in this sense, they argue, 'enables an entry in 

to praxis' (1994, p. 104). 

Torn Heaney (1995), describes 'praxis' as a complex activity 

through which learners create culture and society, and by 

which people become 'critically conscious' human beings 

(1995, p. 10). According to Harskarnp-Srnith and Harskamp

Srnith (1994), Freire (1972) did not believe that this 

'critical consciousness' could be brought about through the 

traditional forms of 'banking' education in which the 

learner is positioned as passive and dependent, and as a 

'tabula rasa' (1994, p. 104) who bring nothing of value to 

the learning situation. 

In Freire's (1972) book, the Pedagogy of the Oppressed, he 

points out that the Western education suppresses dialogue 

and generates a vertical dominant/subordinate opposition 

between teacher and learner, the coloniser and the 

colonised (1972, p. 46). Freire ( 1972), argues that 

education must start with the solution of the teacher

student conflict by reconciling the poles of that conflict, 

in such a way, that both operate as teachers and students 

at the same time (1972, p. 46). From my position, Freire 
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(1972, 1987), dreams of a situation where a dialogue 

between learner and teacher (for Freire, Facilitator), 

develops from and into a relationship of mutual respect and 

exchange of ideas and knowledge. 

According to McLaren (1988), the involvement of Donaldo 

Macedo, a sociolinguist, brings a balanced and critical 

voice to the theoretical and practical aspects of Freire's 

pedagogy. In particular, McLaren (1988) claims that 

Macedo' s familiarity with the critical sociological 

tradition of education and radical educational politics, 

helps to clarify some of Freire' s position on the 

pedagogical implications and applications of his work 

(1988, p. 219). McLaren (1988), argues that when Freire's 

and Macedo' s work is positioned within literacy and 

critical pedagogy, it sheds some critical light on the 
-

approach designed to 'rescue' the illiterates from their 

illiteracy (McLaren 1988, p. 220 adapted from Adepoyibi 

1997, p. 3) . 

Freire and Macedo's (1987) definition of literacy and their 

views on the use of minority language are, in my opinion, 

of particular relevance to educational concerns of many 

minority groups in a predominantly anglo-saxon community. 

For literacy and language use are never just a matter of 

skills. They are, according to Harskamp-Smith and Harskamp

Smith (1994), never 'apolitical and acultural' (1994, p. 

104). How the dominant language has been used as a tool of 

exclusion and oppression therefore, needs to be made 

explicit in historical and contemporary contexts (1994, p. 

104). Freire (1987) thus insists that literacy can be used 
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both as a tool of oppression and the naturalisation of that 

oppression. Freire and Macedo note: 

literacy cannot be viewed as simply the 
development of skills aimed at acquiring the 
dominant standard language. This view sustains 
a notion of ideology that systematically negates 
rather than make meaningful the cultural 
experiences of the subordinate linguistic 
groups. 

(Freire & Macedo, 1987, p . 142) 

McLaren (1988) contends, that Freire and Macedo 

significantly enrich people's understanding of literacy by 

highlighting the fact that literacy is a socially 

constructed form of cultural and communicative practices . 

Viewing literacy in this manner, McLaren claims, shifts 

attention away from the dominant concept of literacy as 

the ability to read, write, and speak . It helps to 

demonstrate how culturally different minorities use oral 

and different literate modes to interact in the home, 

community, and classroom. This means that Freire and 

Macedo (1987) bring us closer to understanding literacy as 

a form of cultural politics (1988, p. 220). 

Freire Critical Literacy: 

3.1 As being built upon 

Essentially, it could be argued, that Freire's Critical 

Literacy's strength, lies in his acknowledgment of the 

incorporation of minority students' language/s into the 

mainstream curriculum, and in his version of learning as a 

two way dialogue. But van Harkamp-Smith and van Harkamp-
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Smith (1994) note that the work of Gee (1990), which 

stresses the master of discourses offers a complementary 

explanation to Freire's critical literacy (1994, p. 105). 

Unlike Freire (1972, 1987), Gee (1990), views literacy as a 

plural entity. This means that learners can access 

multiple literacies that operate in different social 

environments and in varying status and power relationships 

(van Harkamp-Smith and van Harkamp-Smith 1994, p. 105). 

Gee's (1990) definition of literacy as a multiple entity 

and his position that literacy can be used by people to 

critique dominant discourses, indicates that he regards 

literacy as a 'socially contested term' (van Harkamp-Smith 

and van Harkarnp-Smith 1994, p. 105). It can be appropriated 

to privilege some groups over others. According to Gee 

(1990), the value of literacy is in its potential to be: 

'liberating' ['powerful'] if it can be used as a 

'meta-language' or a 'meta-Discourse' ... for the 

critique of other literacies and the way they 

constitute us as persons and situate us in society. 

(Gee 1990, p. 153, in van Harkarnp-Smi th and van 

Harkarnp-Smith 1994, p. 105). 

By 'Discourse' Gee (1990), refers to culture-specific ways 

of speaking, acting, valuing, writing, thinking, and 

feeling within a given context or text (1990, p. 143). And 

as van Harkamp-Smith and van Harkarnp-Smith (1994), note, 

Gee (1990) further argues that learners can only be 

critical if they have access to multiple discourses and are 

able to use one (e.g. Maganui Mala Kes Buai, or Yoruba) as 
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a 'meta-discourse' to criticise another (.e.g. English, or 

French), (1994, p. 106). 

According to van Harkamp-Smith and van Harkamp-Smith 

(1994), the power of Gee's (1990) explanation on discourses 

helps to 'flips traditional deficit models of literacy 

education on their heads' (1994, p. 106) This is because 

Gee (1990), suggests that access to [what he calls] primary 

discourse, other than secondary discourse, could be 

regarded as a strong starting point for building critical 

literacies (Gee 1990, p. 143, in van Harkamp-Smith and van 

Harkamp-Smith 1994, p. 106). 

Giroux (1983) also expands on Freire's (1970) critical 

literacy regarding the relationship between teachers and 

students. Giroux ( 1983) argues that the relationship 

between teachers and learners needs to be mediated by forms 

of discourse and content which is rooted in the cultural 

capital of learners and 'made problematic through modes of 

critical dialogue' (1983, p. 228). 

Giroux (1983) argues that any critical theory of literacy 

needs to understand 'how dominated groups are formed within 

relations of both domination and resistance' ( 1983, p, 

229). With this in mind, Giroux (1983) suggests that 

educators will have to avoid the assumption that the 

language practices and cultural capital of working class 

groups are merely different from, and not inferior to the 

language practices and cultural capital of the dominant 

class (1983, p. 229). 
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Freire and Macedo (1987), points out that the 

'inferiority/superiority distinction of languages is a 

social phenomenon' (1987, p. 53). They claim that 

irrespective of equality of language forms, the idea that 

cultures are different, but not equal, 'is a gross 

mystification perpetuated by dominant theories of literacy' 

(1987, p. 53). 

The British version of Critical Social Literacy was 

developed and named by Fairclough ( 19 89) as 'Critical 

Language Awareness' (CLA) Fairclough attempts to 

distinguish between critical and uncritical approaches to 

language. 

Walton (1996), argues that Fairclough's (1989) work 

presents a nee-Marxist account of the interplay between 

ideology, language and power. From Fairclough's position, 

language plays an important role in the 'domination of some 

people by others' (1989, p. 1, in Walton 1996, p. 17) and 

'ideologies are created, maintained, and contested through 

language' (1996, p. 17). Walton notes that, for Fairclough 

(1989), ideologies are the 'prime means for manufacturing 

consent' and legitimising the status quo (1989, p. 4, in 

Walton 1996, p. 17). Fairclough thus argue that there is a 

dialectical relationship between ideologies, discourse, 

power, social structure, and social practices. This can 

create 'false consciousness' (1989, p. 37 in Walton 1996, 

p. 17) amongst the dominated, and perpetuate the 'natural' 

interest of the dominant class (Walton 1996, p. 17). 
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McLaren (1988) argues that since the dominant culture in 

the West generally functions in the interest of one group 

over another, and on the basis of race, age, class, and 

gender, minority groups are often denied access to the 

power, resources, and knowledge which could afford them the 

chance to be critically literate (1988, p. 221). Macedo 

(1987) compares this aspect of literate society such as 

America, with public schooling and remarks that curriculum 

designers could be regarded as insensitive, rigid and 

inflexible when they disregard social class differences, 

and decide not to incorporate minority cultural values and 

languages in the school curriculum (1987, p. 124). 

Macedo (1987) claims that linguistic and racial-minority 

students are the most disadvantaged in the Western 

education system. He also claims that often, the system 

has methodically, and repeatedly evaluated minority 

students' performances without fully considering 'their 

struggle against racism, educational tracking, and the 

systematic negation of their histories' (1987, p. 154), and 

reporting it to be inadequate or not up to standard. 

What makes literacy 'critical' in Freire' s and Macedo 

(1987) view, is, according to McLaren (1988), its ability 

to make the learners aware of: 
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how relations of power, institutional 

structures, and models of representation work 

on, and through the learner's mind and body to 

keep him or her powerless, imprisoned, in a 

culture of silence. (McLaren 1988, p. 228). 



Like Gee (1990), Lanshear and Lawler (1987), are of the 

view that literacy is not singular. They claim that 

different kinds of literacies may have different political 

implications. They also argue that a particular literacy 

may play an important role in identifying, understanding, 

and challenging social set ups in which people have unequal 

access to power on the basis of class, gender, race, 

culture and ethnicity (1987, p. 72). 

Lankshear and Lawler (1987) use Wayne O'Neil's (1970) 

'proper' and 'improper' literacies to expand of Freire's 

( 19 87) critical literacy. They claim that O'Neil' s 

'proper' literacy enhances a learner's ability to take 

genuine control and informed decisions while 'improper' 

literacy merely offers the illusion of control in place of 

genuine control (1987, p. 72). They claim that 'proper' 

literacy enables people to identify, understand, question 

and act upon the ideological positions which shape their 

thinking and which deliberately mislead them to make 

decisions that disadvantage them (1987, p. 74). 'Improper' 

literacy, according to Lankshear and Lawler (1987), like 

'functional' literacy, impedes and discourages critical 

understanding of the ideology and educational practices 

which control the lives of disadvantage people (1987, p. 

7 4) . Lankshear and Lawler (1987) claim that the common-

school education of Canadian working-class children in the 

mid nineteenth century, made them 'improperly' literate, 

while members of the oppressed groups, who engaged in 

reading and writing, described and practiced by Freire were 
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'properly' literate (1987, p. 74). According to O'Neil 

(1970), people may be able to read and write, and still be 

'improperly' literate (1970, p. 262). O'Neil says: 

... being able to read means that you can follow 

words across a page, getting generally what's 

superficially there. Being literate means that 

you can bring your knowledge and your experience 

to bear on what passes before you. Let us call 

the latter proper literacy; the former improper. 

(O'Neil, 1970 p. 262, in Lankshear & Lawler 1987, 

p. 72) 

Freirean Critic al Literacy 

3. 2 Critique by Post-Colonial Writers 

The work of Paulo Freire, during the 1960s, in the area of 

adult education, has been reported to mark the beginning of 

some important changes to literacy pedagogy (Graff 1987, p. 

61) . 

According to Giroux (1987), it is well know and widely 

documented in the education field, that Paulo Freire has 

concerned himself, since the 1960s, with the issue of 

literacy as an 'emancipatory political project' (1987, p. 

7). Central to Freire's approach to literacy, as mentioned 

in the previous section of this paper, is, according to 

Giroux (1987), a dialectical relationship between learners 

and the world on one hand, and language and change on the 

other. Within this point of view, literacy for Freire, is 
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reported to be, not only a mere acquisition of the 

technical skill required for reading and writing, but a 

'necessary foundation of cultural action for freedom' 

(1987, p. 7). It is also an important element of what is 

required to form oneself as a socially constituted agent 

(1987, p. 7). In this sense, Giroux (1987), notes that 

Freire sees literacy as fundamental to actively 

constructing one's voice as part of a wider project of 

'possibility and empowerment' (1987, p. 7). 

However, Freire's view of literacy has also been criticised 

by some postcolonial writers as 'overtly ideological' 

(Walton 1996, p. 12). For Walton (1996), Freire is seen to 

be coming from a model of literacy which is not social, but 

individual. His position on literacy as the path to 

enlightenment, and as a path to raising one's 

consciousness, and constructing one's voice, shows, 

according to Walton (1997), that he is assuming that 

literacy equals written literacy only, and illiteracy 

means unlightenment (Wal ton, personal comment, 1997) . 

Freire's position, according to Walton (1997), is similar 

to the liberal humanist, who talks about voice 'as if 

liberating voice through writing is the only path to 

enlightenment' (Walton 1997 personal comment). This view 

is supported by Tom Heaney (1995) who notes that Freire's 

liberatory education links illiteracy with 'broader social 

and political ills' (1995, p. 6). From my position, I note 

that Freire has complete disregard for the important and 

significant contribution that oracy makes towards the 
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expansion and the enlightenment of human knowledge in 

reading the world, and in understanding the word. 

In the Australian context of Adult education, McCormack's 

(1991), model of 'public' literacy and 'epistemic' literacy 

has been influenced by Freire's work. However, McCormack 

(1991) remains cautious about what he sees as 'the politics 

of voice' ( in Christie et al, 1991, vol. 2, p. 194, in 

Walton 1996, p. 13). 

McCormack (1991) notes that Freirean humanist politics of 

voice, identity, and self, in addition to being criticised 

by feminist writers, has its limitations. McCormack 

(1991) argues that, though the humanist cultural identity 

based on Freire's work, provides a strong base within which 

the oppressed class can re-establish their indigenous 

cultures, he notes that such a situation may not provide a 

base strong enough for democratic politics (1991, vol. 2, 

p. 197). 

While McCormack (1991), does not totally reject a Freirean 

version of critical pedagogy, he, according to Wal ton 

(1996), suggests that learners need to be unreservedly 

initiated into what he describes as 'technical', 'public', 

'epistemic', and 'humanist' literacies, so as to create an 

environment necessary for the development of 'politically 

responsible citizenry' (1991, vol. 2, p. 198 in Walton 

1996, p. 14). In order words, McCormack is saying that the 

political consciousness which Freire hopes to invoke in 

people through learning to read and write the alphabet is, 
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from his position, too simplistic and problematic. Compared 

with Freire (1971, 1987), McCormack (1991) constructs 

critical literacy as a 'multiple, variable, and 

heteroglossic phenomenon' (Walton 1996, p. 14), as opposed 

to Freire's construction of literacy as alphabetic and 

dialogstic process. 

As A. Luke (1991) suggests, the role of literacies can be a 

'two edge sword' (1991, p. 22), which can be used for many 

political, economic, or social purposes. Contrary to what 

Freire lead us to believe, A. Luke (1991) argues that: 

becoming literate in itself will neither enslave 

nor emancipate the individual .... How one becomes 

literate, [and] what one learns in the ... practices 

of writing and reading will greatly constrain how 

one conceives of the potential of literacy. 

(A Luke 1991~ p. 22) 

As Barbara Bee (1981) argues, Freire's emphasis on context 

and coherence is crucial if people are to become genuinely 

literate as opposed to minimally functionally literate. 

She adds, that being able to read and write, does not, in 

itself guarantee civilisation or morality (1981, pp. 49-

50). And as Wayne O'Neil (1977) points out in his essay 

'Properly literate', 'one can hate or kill with it 

[literacy] or without it. In fact a nation can kill better 

with it' ... (1977, p.73) 

era). 

(As was done in the colonial 

Hearney (1995) notes that while Freire's participatory and 

democratic pedagogical practices might be successful with 
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adults, there is little in it for school-based educators to 

adopt in their practices of liberatory education. He 

argues that, the criticism of social and economic 

oppression linked to inadequate literacy in schools, has 

helped to create 'dissonance and unmask schools complicity 

in maintaining the economic and political imbalance of the 

social order' (1995, p. 6). 

Post-colonial writers like Miller (1985) and Hearney (1995) 

point out that the pedagogy of Paulo Freire has limited 

potential outside countries (such as Nicaragua, Brazil, or 

Guinea Bissau) undergoing revolution or chaotic and 

transitional period in its history (1995, p. 6). 

It could be argued, therefore, that Freire assumes that 

every adult literacy learner is oppressed, unaware, 

unliberated, disempowered, voiceless, and of no economic or 

political significance because of his/her lack of 

alphabetic literacy. Whereas, Murray 1990) notes that a 

number of researchers and scholars, (e.g. Heath 1983, 

Pattison 1982, Street 1984) have shown that the 

technologies of reading and writing the alphabet do not 

promote critical thinking, nor improve one's economic 

status per se. Rather, individuals and groups, who are 

looking for ways to develop analytical critical thought, 

are drawn to make use of these technologies (1990, p. 58). 

As a product of an oral culture, with no alphabetic 

skills (as defined by the west), I can categorically 

state that Freire's theory of oppression, 
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disempowerment, voicelessness, and poverty due to lack 

of western alphabetic literacy, is overgeneralised and 

problematical. Historically, many cultures with oral 

literacy and other forms of literacies enjoyed very high 

standards of living, social prestige, great political 

enlightenment in their communities. In most of these 

communities, and especially in Yoruba culture, the power 

of the traditional King or Queen (the Oba), who is the 

political administrator for the community, is vested in 

the so called 'common people' . For example, in a 

community where the Oba gets tyrannical, the 'common 

people' often, do not hesitate to use their power to 

discipline the Oba in any way they believe would benefit 

every citizen on the land. This means that the common 

people, or the 'illiterates' in these communities have 

the ultimate political power and the loudest liberatory 

voice without having to read or write the western 

alphabet. 

Freire Critical Literacy: 

3. 3 Critique by Feminist Writers 

Paulo Freire is acknowledged by many writers and educators 

such as Walton (1996), hook (1994), Weiler (1991) and Gee 

(1988), etc. as an influential theorist of critical or 

liberatory education. His theories, 

(1991), are also claimed to have 

according to Weiler 

greatly influenced 

literacy programmes in many parts of the world and are 

referred to in the United States as 'Critical Pedagogy' 

(1991, p. 450). 
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Out of many of Freire's theoretical works, the Pedagogy of 

the Oppressed is said to provide unique statements of 

liberatory or critical pedagogy that is based on 'universal 

claims of truth' (Freire 1971, p. 28) But according to 

Weiler (1991), feminist theory, like many other 

contemporary approaches, seeks to challenge universal 

claims to truth and to corroborate differences (1991, pp. 

449-450). 

Kathleen Weiler (1991) notes that feminist pedagogy and 

Freirean pedagogy has a common vision of social 

transformation. Underlying both pedagogies are the common 

assumptions relating to 'oppression, consciousness, and 

historical change' (1991, p. 450), and both see human 

beings as 'subjects and actors in history' (1991, p. 450). 

In addition, Weiler notes that both pedagogies share a 

common commitment to justice and the 'potential for 

liberation' (1991, p. 450). 

The similarities between Freirean and feminist pedagogies, 

as I perceive it, ends in this vision. In practice, 

however, Weiler (1991) notes that the goals of opposition 

to liberation have not always addressed the specificity of 

individual lives, neither do they analyse the 

contradictions that exist between different oppressed 

groups, for example, white woman/black woman. In addition 

Weiler (1991), notes that the goals of liberation do not 

directly analyse the situation where a particular 

individual may experience oppression in one environment 
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(e.g. a white or black man oppressed by his boss at work), 

and be an oppressor in another (e.g. an oppressed white or 

black man bashing up his wife at home) (1991, p. 450). 

While feminist pedagogy, like Freirean pedagogy, supports 

liberation and the end to oppression, feminists writers 

criticise Freirean models of pedagogy, which assume the 

'emancipatory goal of liberating the "voice" of the 

oppressed' (Freire & Macedo 1989, p. 151, in Walton, 1996, 

p.19). Feminists also challenge the idea of 'commonality 

of oppression' (1991, p. 451). 

Feminist writers argue that it is implicit in Freire's 

pedagogy that the nature of oppression is uniform to all 

the oppressed. This means, according to Weiler (1991), 

that the possibility of a contradictory or different 

experiences of oppression among the oppressed is absent 

(1991, p. 453). For example, Walton notes that Black women 

and Third world women are contesting the Western women 

assumption of a right to be the 'voice' of all women. Non

western women are therefore proposing the replacement of 

the politics of liberation with 'the idea of the importance 

of difference within the category of "women" ' (1996, p. 

19). 

According to Weiler (1991) and Walton (1996), some feminist 

writers also criticise Freire' s notion of a 'unified 

identity' (1996, p. 19) and voice. Some of the feminist 

writers argue that it is implicit in Freire's vision of 

identity and voice, that when the oppressed see themselves 
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in relation to the world, they will collectively join 

forces to transform the world, and 'move towards their own 

humanisation' (Weiler 1991, p. 453). 

On the issue of conscientisation through dialogue between 

the teacher and the learner(s), Weiler (1991), argues that 

Freire did not address the power and the authority of the 

teacher. Especially those forms of power that are based on 

the teacher's 'subject position as raced, classed, and 

gendered' (1991, p. 454). Weiler (1991), further argues 

that Freire assume that the teacher shares a common 

experience of oppression with the student(s). According to 

Weiler (1991), Freire (1971, 1987) also argues that as 

teachers and students work together in a dialogue about the 

world, they will jointly uncover 'the same reality, the 

same oppression, the same liberation, and the same 

consciousness' (1991, p. 454). This means that Freire 

constructs the teacher as an abstract person who is not 

raced, classed, gendered, aged, and of the same history and 

relationship to the world as the students (Weiler, 1991, p. 

454) . 

Weiler (1991) however, argues that Freire's theory should 

be understood within the context of the third world's 

political and economic situations of Brazil, Chile, and 

Guinea-Bissau in which he had worked. She argues that 

Freire's approach to liberatory pedagogy has been organised 

on the assumption of a clear distinction between the 

'oppressed and the oppressor', and between 'humanisation 

and dehumanisation' (1991, p. 452). As a result, Weiler 
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(1991) points out that his pedagogy has been developed 

within a particular 'historical and political circumstances 

of neocolonialism and imperialism' (1991, p. 452), which 

could prove problematic when applied to other countries and 

times. In fact, Freire himself, (long before his death in 

Rio de Janeiro on May 2, 1997), is reported to have 

repeatedly cautioned against transferring, without 

modification, his pedagogical method to other settings. 

According to Weiler ( 1991) , Freire stresses that each 

historical site requires the pedagogy appropriate to its 

own context (1991, p. 452). 

I share Weiler's (1991) view that Freire's work will be 

better understood if consideration is given to the context 

of the specific situation in which he developed his work. 

For example, he started adult education of the peasants at 
-

a time when he perceived himself and his family to be 

oppressed, just as the peasants were. This may account for 

his construction of the liberatory teacher as consultative, 

collaborative, communicative, and above all, as 'on the 

same side' (Weiler 1991,p. 454) as the oppressed. Hence, 

literacy for Freire is, according to Giroux (1987) one of 

the processes of becoming self-critical, and reflective of 

one's experiences as constructed by history (1987, p. 7). 

To be able to identify one's experience is, according to 

Dillon (1985), part of what is meant to 'read' the world. 

It is also the beginning of the understanding of the 

political nature, the limits, and the possibilities that 

constitute the larger society (1985, pp. 15-21, in Giroux 

1987,p.7). 
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Chapter IV 
Conclusion 

This project begins with an interest in providing a 

critical discussion on how western forms of alphabetic 

• literacy were used as a weapon of colonisation, political 

manipulation and economic control of people from oral 

cultures. 

I argue in the paper that frequent assumptions are made by 

the individual and the society about the qualities that are 

supposed to be inherent in the possession and use of 

alphabetic literacy . These qualities, according to Graff 

(1987a), include, among others, the psychological, 

cognitive, attitudinal, motivational, and productive 

supremacy over oracy. Thus literate persons are asserted 

to be more innovative, achievement-oriented and politically 

aware than non-literates. Literacy is therefore seen to 

correlate with economic growth and weal th of both the 

individual and the country (1987a, p. 382). 

I argue, in addition, that the relationship between 

literacy and oracy has been seen to be represented by two 

different models. The first, according to Aryeh Newman 

(1996), is the autonomous model which is implicit in the 

work of Ong (1982) and Olson and Torrance (1991), and which 

is spelt out by Goody (1968, p.4; 1987, pp. xii-xviii). 

This autonomous model tends to stress the cognitive and 
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cultural divide between the two modes of communication . 

This model views alphabetic literacy as a tool for 

'promoting abstract thinking, philosophy, scepticism and 

democracy' (1996, p. 153). The second, the 'ideological' 

model, as advocated by Street (1988, 1991, 1993), Halverson 

(1992, 1994) and Finnegan (1988), tries to identify actual 

oral and literate practices within their specific social 

and historical contexts. It thus, according to Newman 

(1996), accounts for the many impacts and varieties of 

literacy in different societies (1996, p. 153). 

For example, Goody and Watt (1968), claim that the 

introduction of alphabetic writing into an oral society 

results in a shift from 'mythical to logico-empirical modes 

of thought' (1968, p. 29 in Graff 1987a, p. 383). 

According to Graff (1987a), Goody and Watt's (1968) claim 

that there is a 'causal connection between writing and 

logic' and that modern civilisation results from the 

'intrinsic differences between non-literate and literate 

societies' (1987a, p. 383) is overstated. The work of 

Scribner and Cole (1973), with the Vai people also suggests 

that literacy is 'not associated in any way with 

generalised competencies such as abstraction, verbal 

reasoning and metalinguistics skills' ( 1973, p. 554 in 

Graff, 1987a, p. 389). In addition, Graff (1987a) notes 

that literacy may be vitally important in modern Western 

societies, but he argues that 'it does not result directly 

in personal competence or autonomy' (1987a, p.395). Graff 

also argues that irrespective of the perceived role of 
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writing in human existence, it remains 'artificial' (1987a, 

p. 394), especially when compared with oral speech. 

I also argue ln this paper that literacy acquisition is not 

universal and that literacy varies across societies. 

According to Graff (1987a), literacy can no longer be 

defined in linear, progressive terms, and orality can no 

longer be perceived as traditional or primitive. Indeed, 

Graff argues that neither writing nor orali ty can be 

'grasped apart from the other' (1987a, p . 394). Newman 

(1996) notes that there can be no real divide between 

literacy and oracy but a 'dynamic relationship between the 

two' (1996, p. 153) means of communication. 

According to Graff (1987a), the failure of literacy 

specialists and literate cultures to appreciate oral 

cultures perpetuates the denigration of ethnic subcultures, 

Black English, and bilingual education. This deliberate 

denial of credibility of oral culture, in Graff's view, 

also complicates, the 'development of the sensitivities 

required to understand other cultural motives and modes of 

communication' (1987a, p. 395). Graff (1987a) further 

argues that communicative interrelatedness will continue to 

be obscured unless the biases of literate culture are 

altered, and from my position, unless the literary canon 

are also expanded to accommodate the 'new' literates and 

new literacies. This means that the West construction of 

'literacy' is too narrow and that there is a need to re

define literacy to include the Others' ways to making 

meaning of their world. This alteration should therefore 
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include the acceptance of the literary work of feminists, 

blacks, women, indigenous people, and other minority 

groups, as legitimate and meaningful. 

It is also argued in this paper that the acquisition of 

alphabetic literacy skills does not automatically lead an 

individual to political empowerment, upward social 

mobility, economic advantage, and modernisation. I also 

argue that lack of alphabetic literacy does not constitute 

lack of cognitive reasoning. Indeed, Walton (1996, p.14) 

notes that the studies of Freire, Graff, Street, and others 

show that alphabetic literacy can be used to domesticate 

and/ or emancipate the individual. And according to 

McCormack (1991), alphabetic literacy would not necessarily 

lead an individual to a better access and active 

involvement in modern political structure of a country (in 

Christie et al. 1991, vol. 2, p. 198, noted in Walton 1996, 

p. 14). 

In conclusion, I would like to say that what is needed, 

according to Graff (1987a) is a broader view of literacy 

that will encompass and give prominence to other forms of 

literacies and the significance of oracy in human existence 

(1987a, p. 397). This means that more sensitivity must be 

shown towards cultural, racial, and class influences in the 

processes and structures of teaching and learning in 

schools as well as other social human interactions. 

As Graff (1987a) suggests, 'we must go beyond the context 

of persisting inequalities and the dominance of the 
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literacy myths' (1987a, p . 397) if we were to create a new 

approach to literacy. That is, we must base the new 

approach on a broader understanding of literacy, which will 

link the past to the present, thus creating a new path to 

the future (Graff 1987a, p. 397). The passage from 'old' 

to 'new' literacies, according to Graff, must join together 

with a firm and strong intellectual base in the Others' 

traditional and cultural skills to form a new web of 

understanding (1987a, p. 397). In addition, Graff (1987a) 

notes that the questions of class, culture, gender, race, 

opportunity, equality and increasing demand for new skills 

which require different forms of literacies and literates 

must be given fair consideration (1987a, p. 397). 
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