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To the memory of Galena Sells Dick and David M.Smith—teachers, researchers, and language minority advocates—and to all like them who struggle for educational equity and literacies of empowerment for all.


“Questions of language are basically questions of power.”

 —Noam Chomsky (Language and Responsibility, 1979, p. 191)



 




Preface

This volume grows out of a symposium held at the 1999 annual meeting of the American Anthropological Association (AAA), the purpose of which was to bring anthropological perspectives to bear on the negotiation of language, literacy, and power relations in linguistically and culturally diverse educational contexts. The chapters here have benefited from the conversations sparked at the AAA meeting and beyond. Some chapters represent new contributions to those conversations. All are united by the use of critical ethnography to make visible the many literacies and literacy practices inside and outside of schools. Drawing on research in American Indian, Latin American, African American, and urban multiethnic communities, the chapters show how literacy and schooling are negotiated by children, adults, and communities and the ways in which education becomes a key site of struggle surrounding questions of whose knowledge, discourse, and literacy practices “count.”

The volume is divided into three parts, each reflecting a distinct focus and unit of analysis. Part I examines the tensions between the local and the general, the margins and the center, and the spaces in between. Borrowing from Kulick and Stroud’s (1993) metaphor of “seizing hold” of literacy, the studies in this part of the book examine the ways in which subaltern communities appropriate literacy for local ends. Part II directs attention more specifically to the micro or face-to-face interactions around literacy and literacies in linguistically and ethnically diverse classrooms. In Part III, we widen the ethnographic lens, positioning literacy practices and politics in the larger context of globalization and attendant standardizing regimes.

I preface each part with an introduction to situate the chapters thematically within a larger body of knowledge. Each part concludes with a commentary by a leading scholar in the field. In the afterword, I consider the implications of this work for pedagogy and policy, highlighting the urgent need for critical literacy researchers to engage politically, as current education policies carve out ever-deeper cleavages between those with and without access to literacies of empowerment.

Above all, this is a book oriented toward social action. We write not as an academic exercise, but to bear witness to real, lived experiences of inequality in schools and society. At the same time, the data and analyses presented here illuminate real possibilities for positive social change. We have written for an interdisciplinary audience of scholars, but equally important, for a wider readership of practitioners, policymakers, and citizens. The chapters in this volume have much to teach us about the roots of inequality. More than this, they point the way out of and beyond the policies and practices that produce and legitimate contemporary manifestations of the “Great Divide.”
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Introduction: The Continuing Power of the “Great Divide”


Teresa L.McCarty

Arizona State University




To teach to read and write should not ever be reduced to the reductionistic, inexpressive, insipid task that serves to silence the voices of struggle that try to justify our presence in the world and not our blind accommodation to an unjust and discriminatory world…. Teaching literacy is, above all, a social and political commitment. (Freire, 1993, p. 115)



On the cusp of a new millennium, we also are on the crest of a new language and literacy divide. Globally, the world’s linguistic and cultural diversity is imperiled by national and transnational forces that work to homogenize and standardize, even as they stratify and marginalize. In the United States, the forces for standardization have reached new and alarming proportions, with federal and state policies mandating scripted, uniform, remedial reading programs for students identified as “at risk,” “limited English proficient,” and “deficient in reading skills.” The intended targets of these policies are clear. The 2001 federal No Child Left Behind Act, for example, calls specifically for implementing these pedagogies with “underachieving” American Indian, African American, and Hispanic students.1

It is not coincidental that these pressures come at a time when the United

States is experiencing an unprecedented demographic shift. Much of this stems from the new immigration—those who have emigrated to the United States since Congress abolished national origin quotas in 1965. Unlike earlier waves of immigration, which originated in Europe and were largely White, recent immigrants come primarily from Latin America, Southeast Asia, and the Caribbean (Qin-Hilliard, Feinauer, & Quiroz, 2001; Suárez-Orozco,

2001). Difference in the United States is taking on not only new languages, but new colors. People of color now make up 28% of the nation’s population, with the numbers expected to grow to 38% in 2024 and 47% in 2050 (Banks, 2001, p. ix). A significant proportion are English language learners who speak more than 150 languages. More than 3.5 million English language learners are presently enrolled in U.S. schools (Suárez-Orozco, 2001).

Most readers are well aware of the disturbing corollaries to these statistics: Students of color and English language learners experience the lowest rates of educational attainment, the lowest family incomes, and the highest rates of depression and teen suicide (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Valdés, 2001). “Among immigrants today,” Suárez-Orozco (2001) observes, “the length of residence in the United States seems associated with declining health, school achievement, and aspirations” (p. 354). Acculturation and standardization thus appear to lead not to a more equitable distribution of resources and opportunities, but rather to “detrimental health, more ambivalent attitudes toward school, and lower grades” (Suárez-Orozco, 2001, p. 354).

The result is a new form of educational, economic, and sociopolitical segregation—a 21st-century “Great Divide.” Great Divide arguments—that is, claims about fundamental differences or divisions between “kinds” of people—have a long history in Western thought (see, e.g., Collins & Blot, 2003, chap. 2). The more recent manifestations of these claims can be traced to a distinction between oral and written language made by Goody and Watt (1963), and subsequently elaborated by Goody (1968, 1977), Olson (1977), and Ong (1982). Briefly stated, the argument is that orality and literacy are fundamentally distinct: As Collins (1995) analyzes the argument, literacy “is essentially abstract, generalizing, and context-free, whereas oral thinking is essentially concrete, particularizing, and context bound” (p. 79; see also Collins & Blot, 2003, pp. 15–22). Literacy not only confers on its users cognitive powers not available in the spoken word; it is autonomous, independent from the social context and from language users, or, as Ong (1982) puts it, “disengaged from everything else.” Consider the following statement by Ong (1982), a leading proponent of this view:

 
Written] standard English has…a recorded vocabulary of at least a million and a half words…. A simply oral dialect will…have resources of only a few thousand words, and its users will have virtually no knowledge of the real semantic history of any of these words, (p. 8)2



In this statement we see the manifold dividing lines an autonomous or universalist view of literacy implies:3


	 Literacy and orality are unitary, bounded, and distinct.

	 Literacy is something one either possesses or lacks.

	 Literacy empowers; orality limits.

	 Literacy is associated with modernity and progress, its absence with “simplicity.”

	 “Standard” (read Western) language forms are distinct from and more resourceful than (nonstandard, non-Western) “dialects.”


One implication of these distinctions is that there are two kinds of people in the world—literates and nonliterates—and a uniform or standard literate form. From this perspective, “becoming literate entails learning how to express and interpret decontextualized meaning, involving the same skills for everyone” (Auerbach, 1992, p. 73). When these understandings of literacy intersect with ideologies of merit and privilege, the result is the naturalization of existing power hierarchies, “whereby deviations from the norm are defined as deficiencies and disabilities” (Collins, 1995, p. 83). We can see this quite clearly in contemporary federal and state education policies and the pedagogies they prescribe.

In contrast to unitary, autonomous views of literacy, the chapters in this volume develop understandings of literacy as socially and historically situated, fluid, multiple, and power-linked (Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanič, 2000; Gee, 1996; Lankshear, 1997; Pérez, 2004; Street, 2001a, 2001b; Willis, García, Barrera, & Harris, 2003). This theoretical orientation grows out of anthropological and cross-cultural examinations of language and literacy (e.g., Au, 1993; Cazden, 1972; Cazden, John, & Hymes, 1972; Cook-Gumperz & Keller-Cohen, 1993; Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Edelsky, 1989, 1991; Ferdman, Weber, & Ramírez, 1994; Gumperz, 1982; Heath, 1983; Hornberger, 1996; Michaels, 1981; Schieffelin & Gilmore, 1986; Scribner & Cole, 1981, 2001; Street, 1993), and the New Literacy Studies, discussed more fully in the next section. This orientation does not ignore the psycholinguistic, cognitive, or technical aspects of literacy, but rather embeds them within sociocultural settings and the discursive practices and power relations of everyday life. Here, literacy is understood as inherently political and ideological, where ideology constitutes “the site of tension between authority and power on the one hand and resistance and creativity on the other” (Street, 2001b, p. 434).

This is the theme of this volume. We focus on language, literacy, and schooling as interrelated axes of power in struggles over access to key intellectual, social, economic, and political resources and rights. It is important to point out that power is not a monolithic, concentrated, or unyielding force. Rather, power is constantly negotiated, contested, and (re)constituted in human-built environments and everyday social practice. Thus, although the studies in this volume show the constraints on individuals and communities who are raced, classed, and gendered in schools and society, they also show how individuals and groups can and do challenge, mediate, and transform those marginalizing practices.

Can this research contribute to a larger, concerted action toward social justice and anti-oppressive education? As social scientists, educators, and citizens, we take to heart Freire’s statement in the epigraph that begins this introduction, that literacy teaching is, above all, a commitment to social and political action. We understand that commitment as knowledge in practice (Reason, 2004)—a call for critical examination of the multilayered realities and literacies of real people and institutions as a vehicle for positive socialeducational change. In this regard this volume challenges the barriers of another “great divide” between theory and practice, knowledge and action. By unpacking the complexity of literacy experiences of those with, about, and for whom we write—their on-the-ground tensions, triumphs, dilemmas, accommodations, and resistances—we seek not only to build new knowledge, but to inform and transform the pedagogies and policies that limit human potentialities. As Williams (1983) wrote so eloquently years ago, once those seeming inevitabilities are exposed and confronted, we can see our way to the practical possibilities for tipping the balance of power, gathering our resources for a “journey of hope” (pp. 268–269).


THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL UNDERPINNINGS


Understanding Literacy and Literacies


In their synthesizing text, Literacy and Literacies, Collins and Blot (2003) describe the field of literacy studies as “large and heterogeneous,” the debates “longstanding and contentious” (p. xvii). This volume engages those debates from the perspectives of anthropology, sociolinguistics, and education, working outward from the “social turn” in literacy studies that commenced in the 1970s and 1980s. 4 Szwed (2001) writes of the social turn: It “is not enough to know what a language looks like and to be able to describe and measure it, but one must also know what it means to its users and how it is used by them” (p. 422). Thus, the key question is not whether one reads and writes or does not, but rather the social meaning of languages and literacies—their roles in human social life (see also Graff, 1981). Informed by the work of Vygotsky (1978), Bakhtin (1981), Freire (1970), and various social theorists (e.g., Bourdieu, Foucault, Giddens, Gramsci, Habermas, Marx, Williams), research influenced by the social turn redirected attention from:


	 The individual to the social in cognition and learning (Cole, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wertsch, Del Rio, & Alvarez, 1995).

	 Literacy as a neutral technical skill to literacy as social practice (Gee, 1996; Scribner & Cole, 1981, 2001; Street, 1995).

	 Literacy forms to literacy functions and events (Goodman & Wilde, 1992; Heath, 1982, 1983; Smith, 1983).

	 Uniform to multiform views of literacy (Cook-Gumperz & KellerCohen, 1993; The New London Group, 1996).

	 The binary of the oral-literate divide to the plurality of the orality- literacy mix (Heath, 1983; Street, 1995, 2001a, 2001b).


These shifts also redirected attention from “pedagogized” or schooled literacies to situated, everyday, family, and community literacies (see, e.g., Barton et al., 2000; Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Hornberger, 1996; Knobel, 1999; Majors, 2004; McCarty, 2002; McLaughlin, 1992; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992; Searle, 1993; Street & Street, 1991; Taylor, 1997; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Varenne & McDermott, 1999).

The broad framework for these more recent investigations has come to be called the New (or Critical) Literacy Studies. Anthropology has provided particularly fertile conceptual and methodological ground for the New Literacy Studies. Central to an anthropological approach is the use of cross- cultural comparison to illuminate the embeddedness of individual activity within cultural systems and wholes. Thus, to test Great Divide theories about the cognitive consequences of literacy, Scribner and Cole (1981, 2001) investigated literacy practices among the Vai of northwestern Liberia. Scribner and Cole describe three Vai scripts: an indigenous script, Arabic, and English. Only the latter two are associated with formal schooling. Disentangling school- and community-based literacies, Scribner and Cole find no support for the claim that reading and writing entail fundamental cognitive restructurings, but rather that different literacies are valued and used in different ways for different purposes and with different consequences. Literacy, Scribner and Cole conclude, can best be characterized as social practice: purposive, contextualized, and patterned human activity around print.

Similarly, Street’s fieldwork in northeastern Iran in the early 1970s identified three kinds of literacies: maktab literacy associated with Islam and the Qur’anic (or maktab religious) schools, commercial literacy involved in village fruit sales (and based on prior development of maktab literacy), and literacy acquired in state schools (Street, 1984; see also Collins & Blot, 2003, pp. 54–61, for a summary and critique of Street’s research). Reflecting on this research more than 30 years later, Street (200la) notes that there was “actually a lot of literacy going on,” but “there were quite different ‘practices’ associated with it” (p. 6).

Embodied in literacy practices are literacy events, action sequences involving one or more persons interacting with print (Goodman & Wilde, 1992; Heath, 1982, 1983). Similar to Hymes’s (1974) speech events, literacy events involve participation rules as well as different structures and uses. In her classic study of literacy in a Piedmont community of the Carolinas, Heath (1983) illustrates the variety of literacy events and coexisting relationships among spoken and written language across speech communities marked by race, ethnicity, and social class. Goodman and her associates document similar, if more school-based processes among young Tohono O’odham writers in southern Arizona (Goodman & Wilde, 1992). The concept of literacy events is helpful, Street (200la) notes, because it enables researchers to focus on particular situations and engagements around reading and writing. However, the broader concept of literacy practices is still needed, he asserts, to link literacy events to larger social, cultural, and ideological processes. This appears to be the sense in which some researchers have applied the concept of literacy events, as in McLaughlin’s (1992) study of Navajo literacy events “consisting of the minutiae of individuals’ interactions with print…and the roles that institutions, ideology, and power play in the distribution of functions for and beliefs about literacy (p. 25).

What all of this work and the burgeoning research growing out of the New/ Critical Literacy Studies have in common is a focus on the connection of the psychological and linguistic with the social and cultural, the “mental with the material” (Hull & Schultz, 2001, p. 583). More than something people do with their heads, literacy is understood as “something to do with social, institutional, and cultural relationships” (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996, p. 1). Like literacies themselves, those relationships are powerladen. Central to current research in Critical Literacy Studies, then, is the coupling of micro and macro analyses of the intersection of literacy and politics, where literacy is seen as both hegemonic and counterhegemonic, and the focus is on relationships among literacy uses, discourses, and power (see, e.g., Cook-Gumperz & Keller-Cohen, 1993; Hull & Schultz, 2001; Willis & Harris, 2003).

Gee, for example, has developed a theory of D/discourses, with uppercase Discourses constituting “ways of being in the world”—”identity kits” that are inhabited and mobilized by socioculturally defined groups of people (Gee, 1996, 2001). Lowercase discourses, on the other hand, are parts of Discourses that are “connected stretches of language that make sense” (Gee, 2001, p. 526). Discourses are inherently ideological and tied to the distribution of power and privilege in society. Any “useful definition of ‘literacy,’” Gee (2001, p. 529) writes, “must be couched in terms of the notion of discourse.” Drawing on Krashen’s (1985) distinction between formal learning and informal, everyday acquisition of a second language, Gee claims that we acquire a primary Discourse through our early socialization among family and peers, whereas we can only learn secondary Discourses in various non-home-based settings, including schools. Primary Discourses “can never really be liberating literacies;” only by mastering secondary Discourses can we gain access to “powerful” literacies (Gee, 2001, p. 530).

Gee’s argument has been challenged as “a dangerous kind of determinism:” “Instead of being locked into ‘your place’ by your genes,” Delpit (1993) states, “you are now locked hopelessly into a lower-class status by your Discourse” (p. 286). Delpit (1993) and Fordham (1999), among others (including the authors in this volume), have shown that dominant Discourses can be appropriated for liberatory purposes without sacrificing one’s home-based identity and values. This seems to be in accord with Gee’s theory, however; critical, empowering literacies involve the ability to juxtapose primary and secondary Discourses to create a new, humane Discourse oriented toward social justice (Gee, 1997, p. xviii).

In this volume, theoretical and pedagogical understandings growing out of recent critical literacy research are complemented by understandings gained from the fields of bilingualism and bilingual education, multicultural education, and language planning and policy. An overview of all of these fields is beyond the scope of this introduction, but readers are referred especially to the work of Cummins (see, e.g., Baker & Hornberger’s [2001] collection of his work), García (2002; see also the reviewers’ comments that follow his monograph- length article), and Ovando, Collier, and Combs (2003) on bilingual education; Banks and Banks (2004), Sleeter and McLaren (1995), and Willis et al. (2003) on multicultural education; and Hornberger and Ricento (1996), Ricento and Burnaby (1998), Tollefson (2002), and Tollefson and Tsui (2004) on language planning and policy.


Ethnography as a Way of Seeing, Being, and Acting in the World


Capturing the complexity of literacies and persons within ever-changing social and institutional contexts requires a methodology capable of attending to the fine-grained details of everyday discursive practices and their organization within larger cultural and historical frames. Ethnography, the “field arm” of the discipline of social-cultural anthropology (Spindler & Spindler, 1992), provides a particularly powerful “way of seeing” these micro and macro level processes (Wolcott, 1999, p. 30). The “guts of the ethnographic approach,” Spindler and Spindler (1992) remind us, involve direct, prolonged, firsthand observation: “Above all else is the requirement that the ethnographer observe directly” (pp. 63–64). The Spindlers define the intellectual purpose of ethnographic research this way: “The object…is to discover the cultural knowledge that people hold in their minds, how it is employed in social interaction, and the consequences of its employment” (p. 70). In addition to long-term, situated participant observation, ethnographers attempt to do this through structured and semistructured (and sometimes unstructured) interviews, sociological mapping, and document and artifact analysis—all methods aimed at understanding what Geertz (1983) has so famously called local knowledge.

Ethnography enjoys a well-established tradition within the field of language and literacy studies. As early as 1962, Hymes and Gumperz introduced the concept of an ethnography of communication (Hymes & Gumperz, 1964; see also Hornberger, 1995). A decade later, Basso proposed the notion of writing events and called for an ethnography of writing (Basso, 1974). As the emphasis in literacy studies tilted toward the social, ethnography gained wider currency. Szwed (2001), for example, declared that ethnographic methods are “the only means for finding out what literacy really is” (p. 427), and Collins (1988) urged educational anthropologists, whose work has historically focused on achievement inequities, to undertake “close, detailed analyses of the discursive bases of educational practices,” contextualizing those investigations within “larger analyses of institutions, language, and society” (p. 320).

At roughly the same time, the field of anthropology was taking a literary turn, as anthropologists began to assume a more critical, self-reflective, and reflexive stance (see, e.g., Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Marcus & Fischer, 1986). A “generation of anthropologists emerged,” Fabian (1992, p. 84) writes, “which could no longer maintain the illusion of clear distinctions between literate and illiterate societies even if they wanted to.” This critical stance is reflected in recent work within the ethnography of reading (Boyarin, 1992), a growing corpus of critical ethnographies (Levinson, Foley, & Holland, 1996), and the newly charted field of the linguistic anthropology of education (Wortham & Rymes, 2003).

The chapters in this volume draw on these bodies of knowledge, adopting a critical ethnographic approach. We are concerned not only with seeing through the lens of ethnography, but with looking and listening critically and with applying ethnographic knowledge toward social justice ends. Scholarship, like language, “is inseparable from both dialogue and domination, and most often contains an admixture of the two” (Boyarin, 1992, p. 8). Like speaking, listening, reading, and writing, scholarship “is a way of being in the world” (Boyarin, 1992, p. 8). This state of being implies responsibility for ensuring that new knowledge is not only produced, but effectively employed. As ethnographers, then, our goal is not only to examine and expose the sites of domination that reinscribe “great divides,” but to provoke the dialogic transformations that lead to positive social change.
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2. Interestingly, just a little more than 20 years after the seminal publication in which Ong’s quotation appears, the superintendent of public instruction in the U.S. state having the most restrictive English- only policy, Arizona, made a similar pronouncement in his 2004 State of Education address. Citing Edmund Gibbon’s 18th-century “Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,” this 21st-century state education official declared, “Without some species of writing, no people has ever preserved the faithful annals of their history, ever made any considerable progress in the abstract sciences or ever possessed…the useful and agreeable arts of life” (Gassen, 2004, pp. B1–B2). As Collins and Blot (2003) note, statements such as this reflect doomsday projections in which deviations from “normative ‘full literacy’…[are] apt to be viewed as a…regression to ‘barbarism’” and today’s children are seen as “our current ‘primitives’ in need of literacy’s ‘progress’” (p. 168).
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I
“Taking Hold” of Local Literacies

How is literacy appropriated for local ends? In colonial, neocolonial, and diasporic contexts, how are local epistemologies asserted and new norms established for what and whose literacy “counts”?

These questions lie at the heart of the chapters in this part of the volume. Part I’s theme is inspired by Kulick and Stroud’s (1993) ethnographic study of literacy in Gapun, a rural and then “newly literate” village of about 100 people in Papua New Guinea. “[F]ar from being passively transformed” by English literacy, Kulick and Stroud (1993) state, Gapun villagers “actively and creatively [applied] literacy skills to suit their own purposes and needs,” injecting it with functions and communicative strategies used in speech (p. 3). Instead of asking how literacy affects people, Kulick and Stroud found themselves asking how people “seize hold” of those aspects of literacy that have meaning and utility in their everyday lives. (See also McLaughlin’s [1992] analysis of English and Navajo literacy, and Street [2001, pp. 8–9].)

This section explores the processes through which local, subaltern communities “take hold” of literacy. What these processes mean for communities, individuals, and the institutions in which they participate is illustrated across a broad range of settings and moments in time. The chapters contribute not only to our understanding of situated, changing, and everyday literacies (see, e.g., Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000; Knobel, 1999; Lankshear, 1997), but also to our understanding of the relationship of these literacies to local social organizations and to broader issues of political participation and linguistic human rights.

Elsie Rockwell begins this discussion with a historical analysis of Indigenous literacy in the Chiapas highlands. She argues that literacy, much more than simply alien knowledge to be learned, is a cultural practice forged collectively in particular historical circumstances. Rockwell also demonstrates how oral tradition and literacy intertwine; as she puts it, both writing and speaking are “practices constructed in the context of asymmetrical power relationships,” and both are part of the appropriation of literacy for local ends. Rockwell’s examination highlights especially the need to recover a historical perspective in our understandings of literacy and literacies.

The next three chapters bring Indigenous experiences to the present moment. Each of these chapters, and Robert Whitman’s that follows, present counternarratives—texts and acts that disrupt and disturb “grand stories,” challenging the practices that legitimate the status quo (Peters & Lankshear, 1996, p. 2). Sheilah Nicholas explains how both literacy and schooling are being coopted by Hopi people to revitalize their language and culturally valued practices. Here, reading and writing occur “as part of an indigenist effort to represent themselves, their endangered language, their disrupted history” (Collins & Blot, 2003, p. 159). Nicholas’s personal narrative embodies this process: Stripped of her native Hopi language by her early socialization and schooling, she “put it aside” for many years. Only in adulthood was she able to reclaim her Hopi language and identity. As Nicholas relates, she continues to fight for this most basic human right. Her story can be seen as an insider’s analysis of the way that literacy is shaped by a group’s social organization and needs—and as a microcosm of a larger, worldwide struggle for language minority rights (see also Collins, 1998; Fishman, 1991, 2001; Grenoble & Whaley, 1998; May, 2001; McCarty, 2003; Nettle & Romaine, 2000; Phillipson, 2000; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000).

In the subsequent chapter, I document how the micro processes involved in asserting Indigenous literacies and education rights collide with larger bureaucratic texts. Drawing on my long-term ethnographic work with one Navajo community school, I examine how bilingual teachers quietly but insistently reclaimed their own literacies and pedagogical power—”the power within”—asserting their role as change agents and recentering the community- based mission of their school. This account also problematizes discourses of minority teacher and student empowerment; rather than a final destination or end result, local empowerment in neocolonial contexts is viewed as an ongoing struggle for self-determination and for linguistic, cultural, and education rights.

Perry Gilmore and the late David M. Smith explore self-empowerment struggles among Australian Aboriginal and Native Alaskan adult learners. This chapter, too, narrates counterstories (even “counterplaques”) of deliberate resistance by Indigenous students to mainstream academic texts that misrepresent and distort their abilities and experiences. Like the Mayan, Hopi, and Navajo communities described in previous chapters, the Native people with whom Gilmore and Smith worked legitimated subaltern knowledge. Gilmore and Smith introduce the notion of situated freedom, arguing that power is never granted but is rather seized and created in contested social space.

Robert Whitman concludes the empirical chapters with an illuminating student “narration of self.” Carefully examining the narrative of a Latina high school student through detailed sociolinguistic microanalysis, he shows how the taken-for-granted discourse of standardized tests indexes powerful negative consequences. Whitman probes deeply into the ways in which ascribed marginalized identities are constructed and resisted across a “moral landscape of peers, teachers, classroom, and community.”

In commenting on these chapters, Ray McDermott (re)positions language as a resource (see also Ruiz, 1988). Not unlike Gee’s (2001) discussion of primary and secondary discourses, McDermott notes that “nothing is more inhibiting than what a people already know how to say,” yet nothing is more liberating than learning new linguistic forms. Why then are minority language speakers so often forced to make either-or choices between the language they know and the language of wider communication? Why are bilingualism, multilingualism, and multiliteracies so often viewed as problematic? As the chapters and McDermott’s commentary show, larger social, political, and economic forces make problematic that which is natural and beneficial— thereby limiting what McDermott (quoting the Irish poet Seamus Heaney) calls “further entries into language.”

Together, these chapters illustrate the complexity of local literacies, their structuring within local social systems and larger networks of power, and the dynamic interplay of the local and the central (Street, 2001) in real time and real people’s lives. The chapters also reveal the dangerous sterility of universalist or autonomous views of literacy and the reductive pedagogies they impose. At the same time, the studies here wedge open new spaces of possibility— alternatives to an either-or, unilingual, and monoculturalist divide. Informed by insiders—those who often are the targets of standardizing regimes—these chapters show the emancipatory potentials that arise when local literacies are claimed and appropriated for local ends.
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Indigenous Accounts of Dealing With Writing


Elsie Rockwell

Centra de Investigation y Estudios Avanzados, Mexico D.F.



The central assumption of this chapter is that the May a people of Chiapas, Mexico, as many other groups described in the literature, have had a long history of developing strategies to deal with the dominant uses of literacy. Native accounts of incidents involving writing offer clues to the ways Indigenous communities have perceived, resisted, and appropriated literacy in their ongoing struggle for survival. In this chapter, I interpret accounts taken from texts published by Native writers during the past decade, against the background of the social history of the region. Within municipalities marked by the lowest literacy levels in the country, the significant uses of literacy among the Native people of Chiapas appear linked to religious and political movements and the struggle for land, rather than to the expansion of schooling. I argue that by approaching literacy as a cultural practice forged collectively in particular social processes, rather than as alien knowledge to be learned, we may gain perspective on the apparent resistance to schooling among Native peoples and find novel ways of approaching literacy in ongoing projects.

 
Rabbit asked his grandmother for some new huaraches. In exchange, she asked him for two crocodile’s teeth. After wondering how to obtain the teeth, Rabbit decided he would offer to teach the crocodile to read and calculate. When the crocodile was busy with reading and doing sums, he struck him on the very spot of his tail where his soul lies, and thus killed him. Then he pulled out two teeth, and went happily home to get his new sandals.

 
—Chiapas Maya folktale1


 
Literacy is undeniably linked to power. As Cook-Gumperz and Keller- Cohen (1993) expressed it, “literacy is a hegemonic and counter-hegemonic instrument, one creating and maintaining power as well as enabling resistance” (p. 285). In tracing the theme of power and writing through the documented history of Chiapas, Mexico, I wish to contribute some thoughts on one aspect that has received little attention: Those in power tend to both undermine and deny the literacy of the groups they rule or dominate. The record shows that literacy is not a newcomer to the Chiapas highlands, but has long played a role in shaping collective Indigenous experience. To bring this history into the present, I draw examples from some of the recently published narratives of Native authors that suggest ways in which communities have encountered writing in their everyday life in the context of domination. Finally, I briefly link this historical perspective to current debates on how—and whether—to go about literacy programs in Indigenous communities in Mexico.

My argument does not hinge on the spread of literacy—that is, the number of literate individuals at any given moment. Rather I focus on the collective relationship to literacy, produced through a specific history of appropriation of writing. I understand appropriation in this context as a collective cultural process that occurs under conditions of asymmetrical power relationships, as tools or signs of a dominant group are taken up by subordinate groups and incorporated— often with new meanings and uses—into their own cultural history (Bonfil, 1991; Chartier, 1995). Research on literacy has documented many instances of the appropriation of literacy among groups that are not at the center of power (e.g., Bloch, 1998; Collins & Blot, 2003; Fabre, 1993; Hornberger, 1996). In situations of domination, the appropriation of literacy may involve strategic avoidance of writing, as well as strategic uses of written language. My focus on literacy is not intended to deny the wealth and strength of oral tradition in this region, but rather, to consider it as part of this history of appropriation.2


ORAL CULTURES OR MULTIPLE LITERACIES?

The discussion of literacy in Chiapas is often framed by the assumption that Indigenous cultures are inherently “oral.” However, an obvious question arises: How did the Maya people of Chiapas, who in the past possessed what is increasingly recognized as a sophisticated writing system,3 come to be considered over a period of 400 years members of an oral culture? Scholarly references to Mayan literacy generally concern pre-Hispanic writing systems restricted to a specialized caste in a distant past, seen as irrelevant to present- day debates. In the realm of education, an evolutionary model pervades programs and policies designed to help Indians achieve universal literacy through schooling. In either case, the Indian towns’ postconquest experience with alphabetic writing is ignored.

An alternative perspective on present-day concerns, based on the notion of multiple literacies that has gained sway in the field, would take into account the long-term history of the Native peoples’ experience in dealing with writing. Although Hornberger (1996) and other scholars (Kartunnen, 1998; Richards & Richards, 1996) tend to restrict the notion of Indigenous literacy to writing in the Native language, I include Native uses of written Spanish as part of the history of appropriation of writing. Throughout the colonial and national periods, Indian communities in Mexico encountered and engaged in a variety of literacy practices, particularly in the domains of religion and governance, which had a direct bearing on their destinies. It is only by tracing the history of these practices in particular regions that we may come to understand the present-day configuration and interplay of oral and written language in each community. During the past five centuries, Native groups in Chiapas have appropriated alphabetic writing in diverse manners, and used it for their own ends, at the same time defending themselves against some of the abuses exercised through writing by those in power.

The two models (evolutionary and multiple literacies) come into play in interpretations of the Indigenous experience with literacy. Pitarch Ramón (1996), for example, has claimed that writing is seen as alien in the essentially oral world of the Tzeltal of Cancuc. After noting that the ancient Mayan cultures created a writing system, and that some Tzeltals in past centuries used the alphabet to write their own language, he states, “With these precedents, the written word would seem to be a familiar field for the Tzeltal. However, this is not the case: among the residents of Cancuc it is an attribute of the others” (p. 152, my translation). Among the many dreaded lab spirits, bearers of illness that inhabit the Tzeltal religious world, Pitarch Ramón identifies two related to writing: the lab nombre (name lab) and the labprofisoL He links the first to the fear of being registered on colonial tribute lists. The second spirit, depicted as a small man in black, he sees as representing the teacher (called profesor in Spanish), one of the prime mediators between the communities and civilian authorities since around 1800.

Pitarch Ramón (1996) argues that whereas the Tzeltal overtly accepted colonial institutions, they resisted being colonized in their more intimate selves. In the process, some of them had to “act as though they were Castilian,” becoming literate to take on the roles of teachers, scribes, sacristans (fiscales), musicians, party delegates, union leaders, and such. However, most Tzeltal people, he holds, have traditionally resisted being contaminated by Spanish (caxlan) ways, for example, by sending at most one child to school. Pitarch Ramón (1996) concludes that the Tzeltal fear harm not so much from Castilians, as from those among their own people who take on Castilian behavior, such as the elite bilingual caste that has held most government jobs and political posts in the Highland towns. According to Pitarch Ramón, all behaviors (including writing) associated with “the Castilians,” although necessary for those mediating roles, were felt to lead to a “loss of soul.” This position would seem to offer one possible interpretation of the tale of Rabbit and the crocodile: Learning to read and write leads to loss of soul.

Although intriguing, Pitarch Ramón’s (1996) ethnography tends to reproduce the oral-literate divide now largely abandoned in the study of literacy (Fabre, 1993; Hornberger, 1996; see also the Introduction to this volume). Furthermore, his version runs counter to the growing awareness of the historical formation of present-day Indigenous communities as a process of invention, appropriation, and syncretism of diverse cultural elements, as well as of the reaffirmation of distinct identities (Kartunnen, 1998; Rus, 1994; Ruz, 1998, p. 13). From this perspective, the question should be posed, not as a search for essential traits, but rather as an attempt to recover the appropriation and persecution of Indigenous literacy practices, whether in the Mayan languages of Chiapas—Tzeltal, Tzotzil, Ch’ol, and Tojolab’al— or in Spanish. These practices should further be placed in the context of relationships of power, as both rulers and the ruled used strategies involving written language in the ongoing processes of intensifying or resisting domination. Several well-documented moments of Chiapas’s postconquest history offer evidence of the strategies wielded by the various agents of power, and of the Natives’ response.


THE DESTRUCTION OF WRITING AND THE STRENGTHENING OF ORAL TRADITIONS

In the initial years of colonial rule (16th century), the first act of the Catholic missionaries was to destroy all pre-Hispanic books. Highland Mayan religious and cultural practices were quite suddenly left with no written record. In this region, the void was not immediately filled with texts in alphabetic writing, as was the case in the Nahua region of central Mexico, where early Franciscans trained Native youth—at times by force—in Spanish literacy and Latin (Cifuentes, 1998). In Chiapas, Ruz (1986) notes, writing skills were scarce even among the early missionaries, who found learning to speak the local languages easier than teaching all the Natives to understand and read Spanish, as the colonial authorities had ordered. However, the Church hierarchy feared the inclusion of heretical notions as Catholic doctrine was translated into the native languages. Control was secured through the official translations—in the form of catechisms, confession manuals, dictionaries, and grammars— that circulated among the friars, generally in handwritten copies. It was explicitly forbidden that these texts reach the Natives; they were intended for the exclusive use of the missionaries (Ruz, 1986, p. 16). To spread official doctrine quickly, missionaries resorted to visual and oral means, including extensive use of religious images and theatrical representation. Thus, in this region, far from imposing an alien writing system, missionaries initially hindered the spread of literacy, in any language or with any writing system. A century later, the Church abandoned its policy favoring the use of the Indigenous languages. The clergy, unable to attend the whole region, began to select and train some Natives to read and write and to take charge of local religious celebrations.

Despite official practice, during the 16th and 17th centuries, the highland Natives, as other Mayan peoples, developed clandestine religious practices (in caves, fields, or homes) involving written scripts, and registered current versions of their beliefs and practices using the alphabetic system taken—or rather stolen—from the conquerors. This covert literary tradition (Kartunnen, 1998) was hidden from strangers and presumably used to reconstruct ritual calendars and interpret ongoing phenomena in the light of ancient Maya history. Nearly two centuries after the conquest, in 1693, ecclesiastical authorities in Chiapas reported the confiscation of 200 texts found in communities, although the languages in which they were written were not specified (Cifuentes, 1998; Ruz 1986). No such books written during the colonial period in Chiapas are known to have survived. It is possible, however, that some were kept hidden by colonial religious authorities (Andrés Aubry, personal communication). If any were comparable to the Popol Vuh found in Guatemala, they may have recorded “what readers of the ancient book would say when they gave long performances, telling the full story that lay behind the charts, pictures and plot outlines of the ancient book” (Tedlock, 1996, p. 30). In the religious sphere, the appropriation of alphabetic writing apparently served among other ends to record the oral tradition that accompanied literate knowledge in the pre-Hispanic writing systems. However, the confiscated texts probably served other purposes as well, such as recording local knowledge and ongoing history, or even legitimizing the power of local caciques and the colonial structures of domination.

The history of these forbidden texts leads to other questions. Did the experience of persecution and confiscation of writing engender alternative means for preserving and transmitting information? Can the strength of oral tradition be seen as a strategy for cultural transmission developed in the face of these dominant practices of the colonial years? In the Mayan highlands, it may be that the destruction of Native writing was so thorough that it led communities to intensify the use of other means. Thus, they inscribed texts in collective memory through the development of elaborate oral genres, and through ways of “writing without words” (Boone & Mignolo, 1994), such as textile designs.

The official policy did not end with the late colonial reforms nor with Mexican independence. In the civilian sphere, the Mexican Constitution of 1824 further proscribed the use of all Indigenous languages for public, written documents, driving them into the private domain and restricting them to oral use. The use of oral strategies in the past is of course scarcely documented, and one can only begin to imagine what might have happened during the late 18th and 19th centuries in the highlands, a period in which ways of life in the Indian communities underwent fundamental changes. However, it is clear that present-day Indigenous oral narratives are formal texts in their own right, and correspond to elaborate generic and thematic constraints (Montemayor, 1998). Furthermore, they articulate a wide range of information related to nature and communal life and work. Thus, the particular uses of oral language in the highland communities can be regarded as historical constructions rather than essential cultural traits.

Further evidence of these strategies may be gathered from the recent religious history of the Indian communities. In fact, there is presently a relative paucity of any writing in those Catholic churches in Indian towns that follow la costumbre, the ritual patterns that originated in the early 19th century after a partial withdrawal of the clergy and the strengthening of civilian authorities (Viqueira, 1998b, p. 233). In the shrines, there is rarely any text associated with the effigies of the saints, nor are written messages (e.g., ex votos, letters) placed with them, as is common in other parts of Mexico. The rezadores, elders in charge of praying on different occasions, recite long verses from memory. In a few churches, books, pamphlets, or documents are hidden in coffers or chests, and occasionally used in a ritual context, often with little regard for the actual text. The most famous case is a leather-bound volume, the K’awaltic, passed down yearly to the incoming traditional religious authorities in Oxchuc. The document is a copy of Royal Ordenances emitted in 1674, containing a number of items concerning obligations and rights as well as instructions for civilian life. It is regarded as a sacred book, although the actual content is of little current value (Esponda Jimeno, 1992). According to one version, the deerskin binding of the book is said to undergo changes that signal a good or poor rainy season for the coming year.4

Despite the frequent alliance between followers of la costumbre and the official national political powers in these towns (Rus, 1994), religious practice has changed significantly during the past three decades in Chiapas. The later half of the 20th century witnessed a massive conversion of highland Natives by the Summer Institute of Linguistics and various other Protestant missions. The Diocese of San Cristóbal, under Bishop Samuel Ruiz (1960–2000), countered this trend with a renewed missionary effort, designed around liberation theology and the theory of inculturación, which selectively incorporated Indigenous beliefs into Catholic doctrine and practice (Leyva Solano, 1998; Viqueira, 1998b). What is significant about both of these religious movements is the production and use of written texts, particularly from the Scriptures, which were being translated into the Indigenous languages by some of the Protestant denominations and Catholic orders. Catholic evangelization involved training hundreds of Native catechists and predeacons to read and write their own languages, as well as Spanish. The effort led to a particularly intensive use of the written word, as the catechists would guide sessions of collective reading and reflection on the Scriptures in ways that constructed shared interpretations linked to contemporary experiences and concerns.5 These reflections were then set in writing, often in the Native language, and served to orient pastoral programs. It is significant that this literacy practice was again subject to persecution: Some of the religious texts circulated by the Diocese were purportedly “found in caves” and destroyed by the military as “subversive literature.”


THE DENIAL OF LITERACY AND OF INDIGENOUS USES OF WRITING

A second strategy of dominant groups is the denial of autonomous literacy practices. I became aware of the importance of this strategy through Justice’s (1994) account of a peasant rebellion that took place in 1381 in medieval England. The movement involved the written word, as peasants had been demanding, in writing, that the local bishop produce a copy of a Charter of Liberties, which had been relegated by subsequent documents that deprived them of their ancient rights. The chronicles of the rebellion were written during the time of the events from the perspective of those who felt threatened by the uprising. Justice noticed that some versions contained what appear to be formal letters written by the rebel leaders, although the chroniclers presented them as “speeches” delivered orally, thus concealing the leaders’ ability to read and write. He suggests that the chroniclers justified repression by representing the rebels as “illiterate peasants” revolting against the literate, civilized world of the clergy and the nobility. According to Justice, “the agencies of power” were able to transform the uprising, absorb it and use it “for their own ends” (pp. 193–196).

Similar stories surround the uprisings that became part of the official history of Chiapas: the rebellions of 1712 (Viqueira, 1998a) and of 1869 (Rus, 1998). By the 18th century, literacy had spread among local religious leaders (choirmasters and sacristans) of the Highland townships. Both rebellions were headed by Natives who had previously held positions in the local civil or religious hierarchy. Writing played an important part in the 1712 uprising, as proclamations written in Spanish circulated throughout the region, spreading news of the “Virgin of Cancuc,” who had come forth to free them. The messages called on the Indians to cease paying tribute to the king of Spain and the Church. The leaders set up an autonomous governing system, which mirrored the colonial model, rejected all attempts at pacification (some were sent in writing), and were finally defeated by an army sent from the Audiencia of Guatemala.

In 1869, after the independence of Mexico, state government forces violently repressed a second uprising led by the literate Chamulafiscal, Cuscat. This movement sought religious and economic independence from both Church authorities and conservative groups in San Cristóbal, who continued to impose colonial obligations. Cuscat and his followers were no doubt aware of the political differences that had been fought out both locally and nationally between liberals and conservatives. They also had knowledge of the advantages offered by the Liberal Reform laws of the 1850s, which, among other things, guaranteed individual rights and religious freedom.

A decade or two after the uprising, conservative historians of San Cristóbal portrayed the 1869 movement as a violent “caste war” against the regional elite (Rus, 1998). This version claimed that Cuscat had fabricated an idol able to “speak” to his followers, and had thus deceived them into participating in this war of “barbarism against civilization” and “darkness against light” (Pineda, 1986, pp. 72–73). This written version became part of local oral tradition, and spread to Indigenous communities, where it was collected and reproduced as a valid account of the rebellion in early ethnographies, a century after the events (Rus, 1998). Despite these images of “barbarism” and “illiteracy” fabricated by official history, and by early anthropology, it is clear that both movements had taken advantage of written documents in defining their demands and organizing the uprisings.

Casting uprisings as resulting from external manipulation of a mass of ignorant people is a classic form of denial of literacy.
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