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The Recent Revolution in Literacy Studies

‘What makes the study of literacy in China so fascinating is the richness
and complexity of the subject: the fact that literacy sprawls across the
academy, criss-crossing and intersecting the disciplinary boundaries that
divide and compartmentalize the study of human society. As long ago as
1971, educational historian John Talbott observed that education was "so
deeply entangled in the life of an entire society” as to make it increasingly
difficult to continue to regard it as a separate field of inquiry; it now
touched on the concerns of so many (p. 147). Education’s "entanglement"
with society may be intellectually fascinating, but it can also be a source of
frustration and bewilderment to researchers, who are faced with the task
of keeping their subject within manageable proportions. In my case, the
difficulty was compounded by the fact that there was little China-focused
secondary material available to serve as a gnide. From the very beginning,
therefore, I realized I would have to look outside the field of China
studies, where my academic training lay, for the basic theoretical tools and
concepts with which to approach China’s literacy revolution. Fortunately,
the field of literacy studies was then — as it is now — in the midst of its
own revolution of sorts, a revolution from which I drew significant
inspiration.

The revolution in literacy studies represents an attempt to overturn one
of the most cherished conventional myths of the modern world: the belief
which equates the spread of literacy with the advance of civilization and the
march of progress. For at least 300 years, literacy acquisition has been
represented as something akin to the progression from darkness into light,
ignorance to enlightenment, primitiveness to modernity. This conception
of literacy is rooted in enlightenment notions concerning the nature of
history and the positive effects of education. Rejecting the pessimism of
previous Western thought, which located the greatest accomplishments in
antiquity and conceived subsequent history as a depressing chronicle of
decline and decay, enlightenment thinkers posited a radically new
philosophy of historical optimism, premised on a confident belief that
history consisted of unilinear progress, leading to ever greater degrees of
perfection and happiness (Gay, 1969). Societies progressed from a state of









The Journal of Educational Thought, Vol. 28, No. 2, August 1994 143

decipher clues as to the meaning and pronunciation of unfamiliar
characters by identifying the semantic and phonetic elements within them.
Nevertheless, the central distinguishing feature of literacy acquisition in
Chinese compared to alphabetic scripts is the absence in the former of a
phonetic basis to facilitate rapid word and phrase recognition.

The necessity of memorizing so many individual characters not only
means that learning how to read and write Chinese is more complicated
and time consuming than an alphabetic language. It also means — and
this is most significant for our present purposes — that literacy in Chinese
is inherently and permanently limited by both the number of characters and
the type of characters learned. Thus, the person who knows 5,000
characters has greater access to written knowledge than the one who has
mastered only 1,000 characters. But a farmer who knows 1,000 charactcrs
of farming-related vocabulary possesses a qualitatively different kind of
literacy than the urban shopkceper who also knows 1,000 characters, but
whose written vocabulary consists exclusively of names of goods and
accounting methods. Multiple literacies, based on both number and kind
of characters, are thus inherent in the structure of the Chinese language,
their specificity and discreteness being greatest at the lower end of the
literate continuum.

Nobody knows for certain the total number of characters in the Chinese
written language. Chinese, like every language, is a living thing, with new
characters constantly being born and old ones becoming extinct. But for
several centuries at least, the written language has encompassed 40,000 to
60,000 characters. This estimate is based on the number of characters
contained in what is generally considered to be the most complete
dictionary compiled in premodern times (by the Kangxi Emperor, in the
18th century); as well as on a National Standard code of characters for use
in information exchange which was promulgated by the Chinesc central
government in 1981 which lists more than 56,000 characters (Zhou, 1986,
p. 13). If we define full literacy as mastery of all 56,000 characters, few if
any would qualify as literate. How, then, are different levels and kinds of
literacy socially generated?
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What can be said about the literacy of persons who have mastered the
300 character fish primer is that they have "fish literacy." However, this is
not the same as the literacy of the urban rice dealer, or the village bean
curd seller, or the itinerant fortune teller; certainly it is not the same as the
literacy of the former imperial examination candidate or the modern urban
university graduate. But it is a socially deployable skill nonetheless.

There are two things to note about the social significance of such
popular literacies. First, they can be individually and locally empowering.
Fish literacy may enable the fishmonger to corner the market in the fish
trade through an ability to monitor fish stocks, anticipate price fluctuations,
and generally compete more effectively against others who are less well-
versed in the literate aspects of the trade. Second, it is important to
realize that such literacies are not all of a kind. They exist in a hierarchy,
part of the structure of social relations, intimately bound up with the
distribution of power in society and attendant relations of domination and
subordination. Levine (1986) puts it this way:

Having argued that it is necessary to recognize a multiplicity of
literacies, it would be foolish to view information as a monolithic
entity .... The social and political significance of literacy is very
largely derived from its role in creating and reproducing ... the
social distribution of knowledge. If this were not so, if literacy did
not have this role, then the inability to read would be a
shortcoming on a par with tone-deafness, while an inability to write
would be as socially inconsequential as a facility for whistling in

tune. (pp. 264-265)

The Social Construction of Literacies in Postrevolutionary China

Based on the understanding of the social context of literacy I have built
so far, three central aims guided my effort to read the literacy map of
postrevolutionary China: first, to illuminate the changing literacy ideologies
prescribed by the state for different social groups; second, to see how these
literacy ideologies and their practice contributed to the major social
divisions in Chinese society after 1949; and third, to analyze the fit, or lack
of it, between official literacy prescriptions and popular mentalities or
expectations.
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preserved; under communism it was actually strengthened and solidified in
historically unprecedented ways.

The policy of local peasant literacies contributed to the structural
immobilization of the peasantry in that local literacies were intended to
foster the local self-sufficiency of collectives. Whereas in the past literacy
was often valued as one of the few available means of social mobility and
escape from a life of farming, the central official purpose of peasant
literacy under the collective system was to prepare peasants for a life on
the land, without alternatives. The restrictive functions of peasant literacies
become clear when we compare these with the social objectives of state
schools, which were located mainly in cities and towns. State-run schools
and collectively-managed popular literacy efforts were intended to inculcate
very different kinds of literacies, and to initiate their learners into two
vastly different educational worlds. State schools, with their nationally
unified standards and curriculum, sought to place learners on the bottom
rungs of an educational ladder leading upward to the full universe of
literate knowledge and with that to the most privileged and powerful jobs
that society had to offer. Village popular educational efforts, by contrast,
were intended to inculcate limited economically and socially terminal
literacies (Peterson, 1991). The dual track educational system thus
reinforced and reproduced the social divisions between city and countryside.

How did peasants experience this dual system of literacy which mirrored
and reinforced the fundamental rural-urban duality of Chinese society? It
is crucial to recognize that the expansion of literacy took place in the
context of a simultaneous contraction of society and economy under
collectivization. Under the collective system of agriculture private property
was abolished, commerce shrivelled up, and peasants were locked into their
collectives by means of administrative controls. Thus, while the availability
of education and the political pressure for it increased rapidly during this
period, the motives which had traditionally stimulated rural literacy either
disappeared or were driven underground with collectivization.

What, then, were the motives for becoming literate under the new
collective order? One was to master the basic survival skills needed for
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