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24 The EthnograPhY of LiteracY

JOHN F. SZWED

Ln*"o would appear to be one of the few elements of

education that everyone ug,""' to be i necessity of modemity' The capacity

to read and write is causa[y associated with eaming a living, achieving ex-

;;; horizons of persor''h enfightenment and enioyment' maintaining a

stable and democratic society, andlhttorically, with the rise of civilization it-

self. "Underd"t"topuJ; "o.i"t'i"" 
have had reading and writing.touted to

them as the means of a quantum leap into the future' And in the United

States (especially since tn" ffOOt; illiteracy has been singled out as a root

cause of PovertY.
yet lit".ury u, an ideal seems to be suffering a crisjs. The 

lvealthy 
nations

of the world ur" ,ro*-",t"ountering rather maisive failures in reading and

writing among students at all levels; and it apPears that despite universal

schooling, a continuing percentlse of the popuiation of these nations has dif-

ficulties with these rKf=fi. fn additioo theie ha,re developed "critics" of liter-

u*,ro-" of whom have questioned the feasibility of universal literacy as as-

;],-iil irr" *"rtf oth"r, now even raise questions about its ultimate

relation to civilization.2
Andbehindallofthisthereareprofoundshiftsappearingintheworld,s

reading habits: in the united states, for example, the reading (and publish-

;;t;f";""b is in decline, while the reading of plays Td Po-"lT is at almost

zerolevel.Instead,theamorphousarea,'','uttycallednon-fictionisonthe
ascendancy(thoughreadersofanearliergenerationmighthavedifficultyin
seeingthedifferencesbetweenthenewtechniquesofnon-ficli:"Tdfiction).
Thefactthatmany,perhapsmos|EnglishclassesintheUnitedStatesare
g"*"a toward fic"tion, drama, and poetry makes this development all the

more poignant.
Since professionals in the field of reading and r{ting instruction feel

that there now exist sound, workable methods of teaching literacy, the 
1e-

sponsibirity for faiture J*rig""a variously to poor teaching, overcrowded

""'ym{{#H*?I#:;{,{1'o'
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422 CULTUREANDCOMMUNITY

classes, family background (and the "culture of poverty"), the competition

with the new media or even to the directions of contemporary society itself.

But the stunning fact is that we do not futly know what literacy is. The as-

sumption that it is simply a matter of the skills of reading and writing does not

"rr".r 
b"gl^ to upprou"il ih" fundamental problem: What are reading and writ-

ing for?is the nature of the ability to read and write something on which there

is in fact near agreement? Can these skills be satisfactorily tested? Do writing

and reading ul*uyr accompany each other as learned skills? should they?

Even on qu"estions of functional literacy, can we agree on what the necessary

minimal functions are for everyday life? It is entirely possible that teachers are

able to teach reading and writing ai abstract skills, but do not knowwhatread-

ing and writing are for in the lives and futures of their students'
" 

I proposeihat we step back from the question of instruction, back to an

ur"r, Loiu basic "basic," the social meaning of literacy: that is, the roles these

abilities play in social life; the varieties of reading and writing_available for

choicei the contexts for their performance; and the manner in which they are

interpreted and tested, not by experts, but by ordinary people in ordinary ac-

tivities. In doing this, I am following a recent trend in language studies, one

which recognizls that it is not enough to know what a language looks like

and to ue atte to describe and measure it, but one must also know what it
means to its users and how it is used by them'

Literacyhastypicallybeenviewedasayes-and-nomatter'easilydeter-
mined: either one reads and writes or one doesn't. And put in such terms, the

goal of education is to produce a society of people who are egullly compe-

Ient at these skills. Bui the fact that no society has yet reached this state

should give us pause. Historically, we know that most societies have pro-

duced siecialists who have handied many of the necessities of literacy: the

priest-scribe relationship, for instance, is widely remarked upon in studies of

the development of civilization. In contemporary complex societies we are

well aware of the negative correlation of skills in literary with lower socio-

economic standing. BLt a closer look suggests that even among those of priv-

ileged backgrounl, these abilities are complexly pattemed'-.and not at all

eqially disf,-ibuted-the range of what is or can be "read" ot "written"

u*o.g, say, doctors, lawyers, and teachers is often surprising' And even

u-o.f those of other socioeconomic classes there is a great variety of such

skills, such as can be found spread among active church members, avid fol-

lowers of sports, and commitled' members of political palies..- Consider the

case of ethnic or immigrant neighborhoods, where such a distribution of abil-

ities has a considerable historical background-that is, where certain indi-

viduals have served (and continue to serve) as interpreters of the law, citi-

zens, benefits and rights, and the like, as well as readers and writers of letters

and public documerits. The distribution of these skills in bilingual and immi-

gr-.it neighborhoods and communities is a complex and unexplored area

irra ev"rithough the range and the number of these communities is simply

not known at present, their clustering in urban areas gives the matter some

urgenry.
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Beyond the question of who Participates to what degree in reading and

writing, there are even more ,r"*ittg issues. Clearly, theretre problems in

defining the activities of reading an"d writing themselves. To take a simple

case: what a school may define a"s reading may not take account of what stu-

derrts read in various contexts other than-the .lutt.oo*. A boy, otherwise la-

beled as retarded and unable to read assigned texts, may have considerable

skill at reading and interpreting basebali record books' Or a student who

shows little interest o. uptitod" ior reading may read Iaws :n 
study hall. The

definitions of reading and writing, then, must include social context and func-

A* 1rrr"1 as well as tf,e,eader ani the text of what is being read and written'

The nexus at which reader, or writer, context, function, and text join is

sometimes glossed as reading motiaation' Reading and writing skills may in-

deed vary according to motivitioo with varying degrees of skillfollowing dif-

i"rirrg a"$"es of m--otivation' But all of these elements form a complex whole

whichshouldnotbereducedtoasimplediagnosis,Areader,smotivationmay
also vary according to context, function, andlext' And even motivation itself is

varied:onemaybemovedtoreadbynostalgia'ambition'boredom'fear'etc'
throughout, what one might exPect to discover is that absolutes are few

in questiois of literary, ar,a it ut the roles of individuals and their places

within social groups a're preeminent in determining both what is read and

written and what is necessary to reading and writing'

Itshouldnotbesurprislngtoseedifferencesinliteracybetweenmem-
bers of different ethnic groups, age grouPs' sexes' socioe"otto*i" classes' etc'3

Indeed, one might fryp"ot1r"riru ihe-er.irtenc e of literacy-cycles, or, individual

variations in abilities and activities that are conditioned by one's stage and

position in life. What lwould expect to discover' then' is not a single level of

ii*u"y, on a single continuum ?'om ruade' to non-reader' but a variety of

confgirations of literacy, a plurality of 
^literacies'' irr"r, the everyday i"dg*""tt of non-educators of what is or is not liter-

ate ability or activity il ittg'frly variable' Where for some' ability to spell is the

primary marker, t" .th"; Jhoi"" of reading matter is foremost-the "clas-

sics,, vetsus gothic,,o.,els, the Neru YorkTimes versus tabloids, etc. To still

others, success on standardized tests is everything' e1a sy-cn corrnonsense

luag-ents, *n"g:Iu, ."usonable or not' help io shipe the ultimate social defi-

nition of literary.
Some words, then, about a few of these five elements of literacy-text'

context, functiorL participants, and motivation'

Tnxrs: Wnlr Is Ir Tnar PEopr'E Rrnu lNo Wnrrs?

Thesearetheprimaryquestions,andonthesurfacetheyappeareasilyan-
swered. Reading, for irrs^tance, would seem to be ascertainable by means of li-

frary circulatioil figrrr",, publishers' sales figures' and questionnaires' But

statistics are of limited use for a variety of reasons: first' because they have

not been gathered fo, th"," Purposes and thus give us only.th3 grossest of

information about texts (and none whatsoever about use)' There is no



424 CULTUREANDCOMMUNITY

agreement among publishers on what is a book, for instance. (Nor is there
any among readers: magazines are often called "books" in much of the
English-speaking world.) what is literature? No agreement. Distinctions be-
tween genres and categories such as functional literature versus artistic litera-
ture are of little use. Beyond the subjective judgments involved, it takes little
imagination to think up artistic uses of functional literature or functional
uses of artistic writing. (Can sports writing be artistic? Functional? Both?)
And even seemingly well-established classes such as fiction versus non-
fiction are the basis of a very lively debate among scholars today.a

Circulation and sales figures tell us nothing about the informal circula-
tion of literature, and at least among the working classes, borrowing and
loaning of reading matter is common. One need only think of reading done
in doctors' offices, the reading of newspapers and magazines found on pub-
lic transportatiorL at work, etc., to sense the possibilities.

Consider also some of the reading matter that is not normally included
under the category "literature": handbills, signs, graffiti, sheet music, junk
mail, cereal boxes, captions on television, gambling slips and racing tip sheets,
juke-box labels, and pornography. (In some small towns, " Adult" bookstores
are the only bookstores, and sometimes have holdings that rival, in number at
least the local library.) victor-Levy Beaulieu, tnManual delapetitelitt1rature du
Quebec (1974), provides an anthology of the kind of literature which is pre
duced and read within a rural parish in French Canada: it includes printed ser-
mons, temperance tracts, stories of the lives of local saints and martyrs, parish
monographs, and life stories used as models for improvement.

In additioru there is the question of the relation of the form of the text to
other aspects of reading or writing. Consider the need for short, broken pas-
sages (such as those found in mysteries and Reader's Digest condensations)
for brief commuter trips, as opposed to longer passages for longer trips (Wu
and Peace for an ocean voyage, say) or the time needed to register "raw-
meaning as well as rhymes, puns, and irony in public signs in shopping cerr
ters and along roads. (The eclipse of Burma Shave signs by increased speed
limits is a case in point.)s

Nor, incidentally, does traditional concem with literary take account d
the influence of the character of typography on readers. one small but ir
portant example is the current debate over the widespread use of Helvetk
type (as used by Amtrak, Arco, Mobil, and numerous other business and
governmental sign and logo uses). The issue turns on whether the type's n+
ture (presumably depersonalized., authoritative, and straightforward) briryD
unfair and misleading pressure to bear on its readers, as it appears to be lb
face of the largest and most powerful forces in America.

FuucrroN eNo CoNrnxr: Wny lNp Uunnn WHlr CrncunnsreNcns
Is Rr,qorNrc nNo Wnrrrruc DoNn?

Available statistics tell us nothing about the variety of functions that readi;
and writing can serve. To consider only the use of books, in addition b fb
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viding information and pleasure-th:y are bought as decorations/ as status

symbols, gifts, investments, and for ottter reasons yet to be discovered'
-J 

Simillrty, virtually nothing is known about the social contexts of reading

and writing and how ihese coitexts affect these skills. A quick beginning in-

ventoryofreadingcontextswouldincludebedsidereading,coffee-breakand
lunch-time reading, vacation reading, reading to children' S::dlV reading

6Jup, the day oT most intense liter:ary activity in the United States and Eu-

rope), reading during illness, educational t"uiittg (both in institutions and

#o/*uuy;, "iirir 
r"Jir"rg (psychological, physical' spiritual)' sexual reading'

reading to memorize, .oi. otu""udirrg, reading to prevent interaction with

others,"etc. (In theory, at least, there is a form of reading specific to every

room:booksaresoldforkitchens,coffeetables'desks'bedroomsfTheBedside
X] or bathrooms. On the latter, see Alexander Kira' The Bathroom [New York:

Bantam, 19771, pp. 197-201,287'There are also books designed for types of

housing, as in fr,glish "country house"- books' etc')

Conventional thinking about reading and writing far-too often uses a

much_out_dated model ofliterary inherited from nineteenth-century upper-

"ius 
nt.op". That "book culturei' assumed many conventions *lt:h we can

nolongerassume:asmall,well-educatedelite;considerablespatialandtem-

ft*f iti"*y (usual$ provided b1 larg.e houses and the protection of wife

and servants); a firm beiief in the mimetic power and ultimate truthfulness of

iung,rug", and possibly a belief I t:*::iltity and transcendence as medi-

ated by books-that iJ, u ,""'u that book life was somehow greater than real

Iife.
Wemightherealsopostulatethepossibilityofadifferencebetweenpub-

lic and private titeracy, between what-one reads and writes at work' at

school, and elsewhe."''S.,,u" U' Philips6 has shown that at least in the case of

one Native American glouP, there are substantial dilferences between these

two domains, such rr,itn"y'*uy have direct and serious implications for ed-

ucation for literacy' fo, 
"*u*pt", 

if children are not read to at home' and the

schoolassumesthatactivityaspartofitsfoundationsforreadinginstruction,
then such students ut" f*Jfy tJ encounter difficulties in learning to read' The

important point to ,,ot" nui" is not so much whether reading stories to chil-

dren is or is not a proper or effective tool for preparing children.to read' but

inut gup, betweenihe'two domains have serious consequences. And changes

inhomepractices,evenwiththebestintentions,arenoteasilyaccomplished
and not necessarilY desirable'

To cite yet another example: signs are written to be read but they are also

located in certain locales urrd hurr" lp"cific designs and shapes. Thus the abil-

ityto,"uaapublicsignmaytakeconsiderablymoreorlessthantheability
to read a book. for e><"ample, a sign on a building that marks a grocery store

isonabuildingthatlookslikeagrocerystoreandislocatedwhereaglocery
store is likely to ue. so trre ability"to ,uud u sign (by definition a public event)

involves at llast a diferent set of skills than private reading''

something *igi",t utro be said about di{fering styles of reading and writ-

ing. For 
"*u-!1",6"yo"a 

silent reading and reading aloud' there are speed
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reading (with all that it implies); active, engaged, critical reading versus that
which is detached and noncomrnitaL or the kind of reading Marcel Proust8
was interested in: a comprbhension of the tex/s contents, with the intention
of setting off a variety of personal associations partly derived from the page
and partly from the context within which it is read. Or to consider a more ex-
treme example, Balinese Hindu priests orally read a text which, in addition
to having certain standard word meanings, also has prescribed vocalizations
of the words, body gestures to accompany them, and visual images to be
kept in mind during the reading.e

I have kept most of the specifics of this discussion to reading, but the
same questions can be applied to writing. We know very little about the
range of uses to which writing is put, or rather, we know only just enough to
put assumptions in doubt.

Educators often assume that reading and writing form a single standard
set of skills to be acquired and used as a whole by individuals who acquire
them in a progression of steps which cannot be varied or avoided in learning.
But even preliminary thought on the problem indicates that these skills are
distributed across a variety of people. For example, it is generally assumed
that an author is the single master of his or her product, and that what was
originally written emerges without interference as a book. But there are
surely few authors who know all of the conventions and practices of editors
and very few editors who know all of the practices of typesetters, book de-
signers, and printers. The publication process, instead, often assumes the
form of a kind of interpretation or translation of an author's original text.

The assumption of a single standard of writing is belied by even the
wititrg habits that every one of us has. Most of us, when writing notes for
ourselves, assume special conventions of spelling and even syntax and vo-
cabulary that we would not use if we were writing for others. (Curiously,
these private conventions seem to have a social character, in that we are usu-
ally able to interpret another's notes by analogy with our own procedures.)

Some variations in writing standards are even conditioned by our elabo-
rate system of stafus communications. In most businesses, for example, it is a
mark of success not tobe direct$ responsible for one's own conununications
in written form-secretaries are employed to turn oral statements into
acceptable written ones. (In this, the United States resembles other non-
Western cultures of the world, some of which measure the importance of
messages and their senders by the number of intermediaries involved in
their transmission.)

Still another example of multiple standards in writing is offered by ad-
vertising, logos, and store signs, where "non-standard" spellings often com-
municate quite specific meanings: "quik,' "tite," "tite," and the like indicate
inexpensiveness or relative quality, and "kreem" and"tru-" ersatz products,

It is not only the assumption of a single standard that we must question,
but also the assumption of a single, proper learning progression, such that
one can only "violate" the rules when one has mastered them. Students quite
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properly often question this when leaming the "rules" while at the same time

reading works of literature which disregard them. Recently/ some younger

black poets (especially those published by the Broadside Press of Detroit)

using unorthodox spellings and typography have been dismissed as simply

semiliterate by critics not familiar with the special conventions developed to

deal with black dialects and aesthetics.

Again, the point to be stressed overall is that assumptions are made in
educational institutions about the literacy needs of individual students

which seem not to be borne out by the students' day-to-day lives. And it is
this relationship between school and the outside world that I think must be

observed, studied, and highlighted.
One method of studying literacy-ethnography-represents a consider-

able break with most past research on the subject. I would contend that

ethnographic methods, in fact, are the only means for finding out what liter-

ary really is and what can be validly measured.

Questionnaires and social survey instruments on reading and writing
habits do not escape the problems raised here in the study of literacy, and in
fact they may compound them. An instrument sensitive enough to gather all

of the needed information would have to contain all of the varieties of texts,

contexts, and functions we are interested in to guide inJormants in properly

answering them. In addition, written forms would not do if for only the sim-

ple reason that they assume a certain standard of literary in order to be com-

pleted, and it is this very standard that we wish to investigate.

More to the poin! any study which attempts to cut across American soci-

ety-its socioeconomic classes, age groups, ethnic gloups, and the like-
along the lines of a skill which characterizes one social gfoup more than oth-

ers and which has been assumed to be closely associated with success and

achievement, must be tempered by a considerable relativism and by the sus-

pension of premature judgments. There is in this sort of study a need to keep

iit"tu"y within the logic of the everyday lives of people; to avoid cutting

these skills off from the conditions which affect them in direct and indirect

ways; to shun needless abstractions and reductionist models; in short, to stay

ur 
"lot" 

as possible to real cases, individual examples, in order to gain the

strength of evidence that comes with being able to examine specific cases in
great depth and complexitY.

Another factor which makes ethnography most relevant here is that we

are currently inheritors-if unwilling inheritors-of another nineteenth-

century perspective, one of distrust of mass society and culture, if not simply

of the "masses" themselves. Speci{ically, this is the notion that "mass educa-

tion" "mass literacyi'etc., necessarily involves a cheapening or a debasing

of culture, language, and literature.lo And though we have in this country es-

caped many of the elitist consequences of this position, we nonetheless su-ffer

from its general implications. we must come to terms with the lives of people

without patronizing them or falling into what can become a sociology of

pathos. We need to look at reading and writing as activities having conse-
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quences in (and being affected by) family life, work Pattems,. econornic con-

ditio*, pattems of liisure, and-a complex of other factors.ll Unlike those

who often attempt to understand a class of people by a content analysis of

the literature written for them by outsiders, we must take account of the

readers' activities in transvaluing and reinterpreting such material.l2

Nor can we make the 
"ury 

urt.t*ption that certain media are responsible

for a reduction of use of anotirer medium. We must first be sure of the social

context, function, etc., of the competing media before we assume we under-

stand their presumed appeal. As an example, we know little more than that

television r"t, -" switched on a great deal of the time in this country; but do

we know how they are socially used? We must consider the possibilities of

more than simple Lntertainment. For example, considering only context and

participants, ,udio litt"ttittg-now a solitary activity-would seem to be

"ottlp"t'-g -ith books more than televisiory still largely a $ou! activity'

work in the ethnography of communication has been aided immensely

in recent years by the considerable accomplishments of sociolinguistics' stu-

dents of ti.,is subject have contended that in addition to close descriptions of

language codes ihemselves we need descriptions of rules of code usage/ com-

Uinla wittr a description of the social contexts within which the various uses

are activated and found appropriate. DeIl Hymes has provided a framework

for such studies, by isolating types of communication acts and by analyzing

them in terms of components which comprise each act, in the light of prelim-

inary cross-cultural evidence and contrasts.l3 Such components include the

participants in the act (as well as their status, role, class, etc.), the form of the
'*"rrug", its code, its channel of communication, its topic, its goal, its social

and pilysical setting, and its social function. In fact, this entire preliminary

discussion of questions of literacy derives from this perspective. It has put us

in a position to pursue the following kinds of questions,l4 some of which

were raised above.

Howistheabilitytoreadandwritedistributedinacommunity?

Whatistherelationshipbetweentheabilitiestoreadandwrite?

Howdotheseabilitiesvarywithfactorssuchasage/Se&socioeconomic
class, and the like?

Withwhatkindsofactivitiesarereadingandwritingassociated,andin
what types of settings do these activities take place?

what kinds of information are considered appropriate for transmission

through written channels, and how, if at all, does this information

differ?om that which is passed through alternative channels such

as sPeech?

Whosendswrittenmessagestowhom,when'andforwhatreasons?

Is the ability to read and write a prerequisite for achieving certain social

statuses,and,ifso,howarethesestatuseselevatedbyothermem-
bers of the communitY?
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How do individuals acquire written codes and the ability to decode

them-fromwhom,atwhatage,andunderwhatcircumstances'
and for what reasons?

what are the accepted methods of instruction and of learning both in

and out of school?

\4trhat kind of cognitive functions are involved?

In summary, what positions do reading and writing hold rn the mtire

communicativu".o,,o*yandwhatistherangeoftheirsocialand
cultural meanings?

Again, many of these questions may aPpear to have obvious answers' and

,o"*" p"rhuis do, but until explored systematically, we must consider every

element problematic. This must especially be the case in alatge, multiParted,

stratified society such as ours, a society continually reshaping itself through

migration, immigration, and the transformation of human resources.
"Arnorrg 

the Ipecific methods one would use for direct$ observing liter-

acy in op"Ltiot within a limited setting are (1) field observations of literacy

ullutogo,r, to those used by linguistics: i.e., observations of writing and read-

ing activities in natural r"ttit gr (subways, schools, libraries, offices, parks,

n{uor stores, etc.) and elicitation of these activities; (2) obtaining "teadirr]lgi'

and,,writing autobiographies"-that is, tape-recorded personal statements

on the use and meaning of specific activities and genres of reading and writ-

ing to individuals at various points in their lives; ascertaining writing activi-

tie"s in the form of letters to friends, for business pffPoses and the like, invita-

tions, condolences, local sales and advertising activities, church readings,

etc.; a reconnaissance of reading materials available within public view-
signs, warnings, notices, etc.; and content analysis of reading materials osten-

si6ly aimed it communities such as the one studied -e'8', "meds" artd
,,womer{s,, magazines, newspapers, and the like-combined with readers'

reactions and interPretations.
Throughou! tir" fo.or should be on the school and its relation to the

communitf,s needs and wishes, on the school's knowledge of these needs

and wishes, and on the community's resources. It is possible that this may in-

volve bilingual or multidialectal speakers, and this puts a special burden on

the study: ie will need to pay special attention to reading and writing in sev-

eral languages (akin to ths"code-switching" of multilingual speakers) and to

the consequences to readers of not having available writing in their own lan-

guages ortialects. It may become necessary to separate reading and writing

it ti"n study progrert"t fot a variety of reasons, but at the moment this sep-

aration -onia ,roi b" warranted, as it would prejudge the relationship be-

tween the two, something we simply are not able to do at this time' The end

product, in addition to answeringmany of the questions posed here' should

Le an inventory of at least one American sub-community's literacyneeds and

resources, andshould provide both the model for making other similar sur-

veys elsewhere (perhaps rirore quickly) and for generalizing from this one.
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1.L' A model of this sort is Richard Hoggart, The Llses of Literacy. London: Chatto and Wir

dus, 1957. (Unfortunately, there is less on the "uses" of litency per se than one would wish.)

_ _12. For a sampling of work on writings for the working classes in Britain, see P. l. Keating
The working Classes in victoian Fiction. London: Routledge and Kegan paur, 1971,, Louis Jarrd"
Fiction for the Working Man. London: Pengun,1963.

- . 13: See, for example, HJmes' "The Ethnography of SpeaL,ing" n Anthropology and Human Be-
haaior,ThomasGladwinand williamsturtevant, Eds., washingto+ D.C.: TheAnGopological Lip
guisticTheory," AmericanAnthrcpologist,66,No.3,1964,pafi2,pp.6-56. "TheEthnogriphyof Corr
municatiory" Araericnn Antfuopologist,66,No.6,1964,part2,pp.L-84;,,Models of the Interaction of
Languageand socialLrte," tnDirections in sociolinguistics.J.l.Gurnpe-rz and Dell Hymes, Eds. N.y:
Holt Rinehart and winstotvl972,pp.3F71. My debt to Hymes inihis paper shouid be obvious.

- _ 
1.4. This list is adapted from Keith Basso, "The Ethnography of wiiting," in Explontions in

thz lthrySrylA of Speaking. Richard Bauman and foel Sherzer, Eds. Cambridge, England: Cam.
b_ridge uni-versity Press, L974, pp. aF+32. Basso was in tum adapting his questions from the
H)rmes references in footnote No. 13.
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