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JAMES PAUL GEE

I NTRODUCTION

What I propose in the following papers,’ in the main, is a
way of talking about literacy and linguistics. I believe that a new field of study,
integrating “psycho” and “socio” approaches to language from a variety of
disciplines, is emerging, a field which we might call literacy studies. Much of
this work, I think (and hope), shares at least some of the assumptions of the
following papers. These papers, though written at different times, and for
different purposes, are, nonetheless, based on the claim that the focus of liter-
acy studies or applied linguistics should not be language, or literacy, but so-
cial practices. This claim, I believe, has a number of socially important and
cognitively interesting consequences.

“Language” is a misleading term; it too often suggests “grammar.” Itis a
truism that a person can know perfectly the grammar of a language and not
know how to use that language. It is not just what you say, but how you say it.
If I enter my neighborhood bar and say to my tattooed drinking buddy, as I
sit down, “May I have a match please?,” my grammar is perfect, but what I
have said is wrong nonetheless. It is less often remarked that a person could
be able to use a language perfectly and still not make sense. It is not just how
you say it, but what you are and do when you say it. If T enter my neighbor-
HéBEMBE?—'HnMaMs:ay to my drinking buddy, as I sit down, “Gime a match,
wouldya?,” while placing a napkin on the bar stool to avoid getting my
newly pressed designer jeans dirty, I have said the right thing, but my
“saying-doing” combination is nonetheless all wrong.

F. Niyi Akinnaso and Cheryl Ajirotutu (1982) present “simulated job in-
terviews” from two welfare mothers in a CETA job training program. The
first woman, asked whether she has ever shown initiative in a previous job,
responds: "Well, yes, there’s this Walgreen’s Agency, I worked as a micro-
film operator, OK. And it was a snow storm, OK. And it was usually six
people workin’ in a group ...” and so forth (p. 34). This woman is simply
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using the wrong grammar (the wrong “dialect”) for this type of (middle-
class) interview. It’s a perfectly good grammar (dialect), it just won’t get you
this type of job in this type of society.

The second woman (the authors’ “success” case) responds to a similar
question by saying: “. . . I was left alone to handle the office. . . . I didn’t really
have a lot of experience. But I had enough experience to deal with any situa-
tions that came up ... and those that I couldn’t handle at the time, if there
was someone who had more experience than myself, I asked questions to
ind out what procedure I would use. If something came up and if I didn’t
ow who to really go to, I would jot it down . . . ona piece of paper, so that I
~ouldn’t forget that if anyone that was more qualified than myself, I could
1sk them about it and how I would go about solving it. So I feel I'm capable
f handling just about any situation, whether it’s on my own or under super-
7ision” (p. 34). This woman hasn’t got a real problem with her grammar (re-
nember this is speech, not writing), nor is there any real problem with the use
o which she puts that grammar, but she is expressing the wrong values. She
'iews being left in charge as just another form of supervision, namely, super-
ision by “other people’s” knowledge and expertise. And she fails to charac-
erize her own expertise in the overly optimistic form called for by such inter-
iews. Using this response as an example of “successful training” is only
rossible because the authors, aware that language is more than grammar
namely, “use”), are unaware that communication is more than language use.

~ At any moment we are using language we must say-or write the Tight
1ing in the right way while playing the right social role and (appearing) to

old the right values, beliefs, and attitudes._Thus, what is important is not

inguage, and surely not grammar, bat saying (writing)—doing-being-zgglyizzg—

eliéving combinations) These combinations I call “Discourses,” with a capital

D” (“discourse” with a little “d,” to me, means connected stretches of lan-

uage that make sense, so “discourse” is part of “Discourse”). Discourses are

ays of being in the world; they are forms of life which integrate words, acts,

alues, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities as well as gestures, glances,

ody positions, and clothes.

A Discourse is a sort of “identity kit” which comes complete with the ap-
ropriate costume and instructions on how to act, talk, and often write, so as
+take on a particular role that others will recognize. Being “trained” as a lin-
list meant that I learned to speak, think, and act like a linguist, and to rec-
snize others when they do so. Some other examples of Discourses: (enact-
g) being an American or a Russian, a man or a woman, a member of a
rtain socio-economic class, a factory worker or a boardroom executive, a
xctor or a hospital patient, a teacher, an administrator, or a student, a stu-
nt of physics or a student of literature, a member of a sewing circle, a club,
street gang, a lunchtime social gathering, or a regular at a local bar. We all
wve many Discourses.

How does one acquire a Discourse? It turns out that much that is
umed, controversially, to be true of second language acquisition or socially
uated cognition (Beebe, 1988; Dulay, Burt, and Krashen, 1982; Grosjean,

1982; Krashen, 1982, 1985a, 1985b; Krashen and Terrell, 1983; Lave, 1988; Ro-
goff and Lave, 1984) is, in fact, more obviously true of the acquisition of Dis-
courses. Discourses are not mastered by overt instruction (even less so than
languages, and Rardly afiyone ever fluently acquired a second language sit-
ting in a classroom), but by enculturation (“apprenticeship”) into social prac-
tices through scaffolded and supported interaction with people who have al-

‘ready mastered the Discourse (Cazden, 1988;.Heath,-1983). This is how we all

acquited OUF Native language and our home-based Discourse. It is how we
acquire all later, more public-oriented Discourses. If you have no access to
the social practice, you don’t get in the Discourse, you don’t have it. You can-
not overtly teach anyone a Discourse, in a classroom or anywhere else. Dis-
courses are not bodies of knowledge like physics or archeology or linguistics.
Therefore, ironically, while you can overtly teach someone linguistics, a body
of knowledge, you can’t teach them to be a linguist, that is, to use a Discourse.
The most you can do is to let them practice being a linguist with you.

The various Discourses which constitute each of us as persons are chang-
ing and often are not fully consistent with each other; there is often conflict
and tension between the values, beliefs, attitudes, interactional styles, uses of
language, and ways of being in the world which two or more Discourses rep-
resent. Thus, there is no real sense in which we humans are consistent or
well-integrated creatures from a cognitive or social viewpoint, tl.'lough, in
fact, most Discourses assume that we are (and thus we do too, while we are
in them).

All of us, through our primary socialization early in life 1n Fhe h(')me and
peer group, acquire (at least) one initial Discourse. This initial Discourse,
which I call our primary Discourse, is the one we first use to make sense of .th.e
world and interact with others. Our primary Discourse constitutes our origi-
nal and home-based sense of identity, and, I believe, it can be seen whenever
we are interacting with “intimates” in totally casual (unmonitored) social in-
teraction. We acquire this primary Discourse, not by overt instruction, but by
being a member of a primary socializing group (family, clan, peer group).
Further, aspects and pieces of the primary Discourse become a carrier” or
“foundation” for Discourses acquired later in life. Primary Discourses differ
significantly across various social (cultural, ethnic, regional, and economic)
groups in the United States. '

After our initial socialization in our home community, each of us inter-
acts with various non-home-based social institutions—institutions in the
public sphere, beyond the family and immediate kin and peer group. These
may be local stores and churches, schools, community groups, state and na-
tional businesses, agencies and organizations, and so forth. Each of these so-
cial institutions commands and demands one or more Discourses and we ac-
quire these fluently to the extent that we are given access to these institutions
and are allowed apprenticeships within them. Such Discourses I call sec-
ondary Discourses. . 4

We can also make an important distinction between dominant Discourses
and nondominant Discourses. Dominant Discourses are secondary Discourses
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the mastery of which, at a particular place and time, brings with it the (poten-
tial) acquisition of social “goods” (money, prestige, status, etc.). Nondomi-
nant Discourses are secondary Discourses the mastery of which often brings
solidarity with a particular social network, but not wider status and social
goods in the society at large.

Finally, and yet more importantly, we can always ask about how much
tension or conflict is present between any two of a person’s Discourses (Ros-
aldo, 1989). We have argued above that some degree of conflict and tension
(if only because of the discrete historical origins of particular Discourses) will
almost always be present. However, some people experience more overt and
direct conflicts between two or more of their Discourses than do others (for
example, many women academics feel conflict between certain feminist Dis-
courses and certain standard academic Discourses such as traditional literary
criticismy). I argue that when such conflict or tension exists, it can deter acqui-
sition of one or the other or both of the conflicting Discourses, or, at least, af-
‘ect the fluency of a mastered Discourse on certain occasions of use (e.g., in
itressful situations such as interviews).

Very often dominant groups in a society apply rather constant “tests” of
he fluency of the dominant Discourses in which their power is symbolized.
"hese tests take on two functions: they are tests of “natives” or, at least, “flu-
nt users” of the Discourse, and they are gates to exclude “non-natives”

I believe that any socially useful definition of ”IiteraC}:’” must be couched
in terms of the notion of Discourse. Tl;lus, | @ne ”literacx " as the mastery of 'or
fluent control over a secondary Discourse. Therefore, literacy is always Plural: lit-
“éracies (there are many of them, since there are many secondary Discourses,
and we all have some and fail to have others). If we wanted to be rather pedan-
ticand literalistic, then we could define “literacy” as ”I?astery of or fluent con-
trol over secondary Discourses involving print” (which is almost all cilf'them ina
modern society). But I see no gain from the addition of th.e phrase “involving
print,” other than to assuage the feelings of people comtted (as I am not) to
reading and writing as decontextualized and isolable skills. We can tal?( about
dominant literacies and nondominant literacies in terms of whether they involve
mastery of dominant or nondominant secondary Plscourses. We can al”so talk
about a literacy being liberating (“powerful”) if it can be used as a’ meta;
language” (a set of meta-words, meta-values, meta-beliefs) for.the Cr1t1q.ue o
other literacies and the way they constitute us as persons and situate us in so-
ciety. Liberating literacies can reconstitute @d resituate us. 1

My definition of “literacy” may seem innocuous, a.t least to some.onf al-
ready convinced that decontextualized views of print are meaning e;?'
Nonetheless, several “theorems” follow from it, theorems that have rather di-

ling consequences.
e ;gitliﬁzztrtem?Discofrses (and therefore literacies) are not like languages

people whose very conflicts with dominant Discourses show they were not, in one very important regard. Someone can speak English, bk?t nfOtllﬂufeiﬂtelr}It‘
1fact, “born” to them). The sorts of tension and conflict we have mentioned However, someone cannot engage} in a DISFOHISC in aless t all :;V\)I,lgh‘d.IS'
ere are particularly acute when they involve tension and conflict between manner. You are either in it or you're not. D!SQQ}“S,QS,W? Conllte»c"‘eaa‘r’l;(”;;‘;n_
ne’s primary Discourse and a dominant secondary Discourse. plays of an identity; failing to fully. display an @Efmty IStan?I;‘dEror“;be-
Discourses, primary and secondary, can be studied, in some ways, like E nouncing you don’t have that identity, that at best you're “}Prf et n stare of
nguages. And, in fact, some of what we know about second language ac- ginner. Very often, learners of second Ianguage;s f05,51 l11Z€3 an witthis-
uisition is relevant to them, if only in a metaphorical way. Two Discourses , -dévelopment significantly short of ﬂ}lf.!r.le- This can’t happe o bl “flo
\n interfere with one another, like two languages; aspects of one Discourse courses. If you've fossilized in the acquisition of a D1§C01;:ise p:}l:’rn ot ve
n be transferred to another Discourse, as one can transfer a grammatical fea- B ency” (and are no longer in the process of apprentlcesh P) frol)s, this Dirs}i
re from one language to another. For instance, the primary Discourse of lack of fluency marks you as a non—m.ember'* of the gr oup tl at Cl'(l)inh ' the bacie
any middle-class homes has been influenced by secondary Discourses like course. That is, you don’t have tl}e 1denl‘%1ty or social role "}: IC li of fluen
ose used in schools and business. This is much less true of the primary Dis- for the existence of the Discourse in the first pIaCe.‘In fait, t et af;i o tlz
urse in many lower socio-economic black homes, though this primary Dis- - may very well mark you as a Pr‘fffmde’ to tl}e SOCI‘?‘I role mnstan
urse has influenced the secondary Discourse used in black churches, Discourse (an outsider with pretensu')ns tq bemg.anrfnszd(]e; ) es: vou car't
Furthermore, if one has not mastered a particular secondary Discourse ‘ There is, thus, no workable “affirmative a.ctlon. ford tIJSCOlIrS Ct-eg e
lich nonetheless one must try to use, several things can happen, things be let into the game after missylg the apprerlltlceshlp an I ¢ e)fP: their social
tich rather resemble what can happen when one has failed to fluently mas- a fair shot at playing it. Social groups W.lll not, usually, 1151" who are not
a second language. One can fall back on one's primary Discourse, adjust- goods—whether these are status or sohslarlty or bo”th—.to t Ose below, may
r it in various ways to try to fit it to the needed functions; this response is “natives” or “fluent users” (thoung . mushfake‘z, dlscuss:JNhi e thisr ey
Y common, but almost always socially disastrous. Or one can use another, sometimes provide a way for non-initiates to gain ElC(lf)eSS)l-1 ciolinmuistic
‘haps related, secondary Discourse. Or one can use a simplified, or stereo- empirical claim, 1 believe it is one vastly ?UPPOI'tEd y the so gu
ed version of the required secondary Discourse. These processes are simi- literature (Milroy, 1980, 1987; Milroy and Milroy, 1985).

to those linguists study under the rubrics of language contact, pidginization,

This theorem (that there are no people who are partially literate or semi-
L creolization.

literate, or, in any other way, literate but not fluently so) has one practical



confequenFe: noti.ons like “functional literacy” and “competency-based lite
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:ﬁ . - ways of talking,
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.d(j any D},s§ourse (there is no such thing, unless it is called ”moving a pen”
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Now, there are many Discourses connected to schools (different ones for
different types of school activities and different parts of the curriculum) and
other public institutions. These “middle-class mainstream” sorts of Dis-
courses often carry with them power and prestige. It is often felt that good
listeners and good readers ought to pay attention to meaning and not focus
on the petty details of mechanics, “correctness,” the superficial features of
language. Unfortunately, many middle-class mainstream status-giving Dis-
courses often do stress superficial features of language. Why? Precisely be-
cause such superficial features are the best test as to whether one was appren-
ticed in the “right” place, at the “right” time, with the “right” peép{!ﬁey.ﬂ §uch
superficial features are exactly the parts of Discourses most impervious to
overt instruction and are only fully mastered when everything else in the
Discourse is mastered. Since these Discourses are used as “gates” to ensure
that the “right” people get to the “right” places in our society, such superfi-
cial features are ideal. A person who writes in a petition or office memo: “If
you cancel the show, all the performers would have did all that hard work
for nothing” has signaled that he or she isn't the “right sort of person” (was
not fully acculturated to the Discourse that supports this identity). That sig-
nal stays meaningful long after the content of the memo is forgotten, or even
when the content was of no interest in the first place.

Now, one can certainly encourage students to simply “resist” such “su-
perficial features of language.” And, indeed, they will get to do so from the
bottom of society, where their lack of mastery of such superficialities was
meant to place them anyway. But, of course, the problem is that such “super-
ficialities” cannot be taught in a regular classroom in any case; they can’t be
“picked up” later, outside the full context of an early apprenticeship (at
home and at school) in “middle-class-like” school-based ways of doing and
being. That is precisely why they work so well as “gates.” This is also pre-
cisely the tragedy of E. D. Hirsch, Jr.’s much-talked-about book Cultural. Liter-
acy (1987), which points out that without having mastered an extensive list.of
frivialities people can be (and often are) excluded from “goods”_controlled
by dominant groups in the society. Hirsch is wrong in thinking that this can
be taught (in a classroom of all places!) apart from the socially situated prac-

tices that these groups have incorporated into their homes and daily lives.
There is a real contradiction here, and we ignore it at the peril of our students
and our own “good faith” (no middle-class “super baby” producing parents
ignore it).

Beyond changing the social structure, is there much hope? No, there is
not. So we better get on about the process of changing the social structure.
Now, whose job is that? I would say, people who have been allotted the job
of teaching Discourses, for example, English teachers, language teachers,
composition teachers, TESOL teachers, studies-skills teachers. We can pause,
also, to remark on the paradox that even though Discourses cannot be
overtly taught, and cannot readily be mastered late in the game, the Univer-
sity wants teachers to overtly teach and wants students to demonstrate



1stery. Teachers of Discourses take on an impossible job, allow themselves
be evaluated on how well they do it, and accept fairly low status all the
ale for doing it.

So what can teachers of Discourses do? Well, there happens to be an ad-
ntage to failing to master mainstream Discourses, that is, there is an ad-
ntage to being socially “maladapted.” When we have really mastered any-
ng (e.g., a Discourse), we have little or no conscious awareness of it
ideed, like dancing, Discourses wouldn’t work if people were consciously
rare of what they were doing while doing it). However, when we come
ross a situation where we are unable to accommodate or adapt (as many
nority students do on being faced, late in the game, with having to acquire
iinstream Discourses), we become consciously aware of what we are trying
do or are being called upon to do. Let me give an example that works simi-
ly, that is, the case of classroom second language learning. Almost no one
lly acquires a second language in a classroom. However, it can happen
it exposure to another language, having to translate it into and otherwise
ate it to your own language, can cause you to become consciously aware of
w your first language works (how it means). This “meta-knowledge” can
ually make you better able to manipulate your first language.

Vygotsky (1987) says that learning a foreign language “allows the child
understand his native language as a single instantiation of a linguistic sys-
n” (p. 222). And here we have a clue. Classroom instruction (in language,
mposition, study skills, writing, critical thinlgiggﬂ,.&gpjgnt-‘lggﬂsgd literacy, or

atever) can lead to meta-knowlédge, to_seeing how. the Discourses you

ve already got relate to those you are attempting to acquire, and how the
es you are trying to acquire relate to self and society. Meta—knbwleciée is
eration and power, because it leads to the ability to manipulate, to analyze,
resist while advancing. Such meta-knowledge can make “maladapted”
tdents smarter than “adapted” ones. Thus, the liberal classroom that
oids overt talk of form and superficialities, of how things work, as well as
their socio-cultural-political basis, is no help. Such talk can be powerful so
1g as one never thinks that in talking about g;gfn;gqr, form, or st‘q;e—f“fiéiali—
s one is getting people to actually acquire Discourses (or languages, for
it matter). Such talk is always political talk.
" But, the big question: If one cannot acquire Discourses save through ac-
e social practice, and it is difficult to compete with the mastery of those ad-
tted early to the game when one has entered it as late as high school or col-
e, what can be done to see to it that meta-knowledge and resistance
: coupled with Discourse development? The problem is deepened by the
t that true acquisition of many mainstream Discourses involves, at least
iile being in them, active complicity with values that conflict with one’s
me-and community-based Discourses, especially for many women and
norities.

The question is too big for me, but I have two views to push nonetheless.
st, true acquisition (which is always full fluency) will rarely if ever hap-
a. Even for anything close to acquisition to occur, classrooms must be ac-

tive apprenticeships in “academic” social practices, and, in most cases, must
connect with these social practices as they are also carried on outside the
% composition” of “language” class, elsewhere in the University.

" "Second, though true acquisition is probably not possible, “mushfake”
Discourse is possible. Mack (in press) defines “mushfake,” a term from
prison culture, as making “do with something less when the real thing is not
available. So when prison inmates make hats from underwear to protect their
hair from lice, the hats are mushfake. Elaborate craft items made from used
wooden match sticks are another.example of mushfake.” “Mushfake Dis-
course” means bartiél acquisition coupled with meta-knowledge and strate-
gies to “make do” (strategies ranging from always having a memo edited to
ensure no plural, possessive, and third-person “s” agreement errors to active
use of black culture skills at “psyching out” interviewers, or to strategies of
“rising to the meta-level” in an interview so the interviewer is thrown off
stride by having the rules of the game implicitly referred to in the act of car-
rying them out).

“Mushfake,” resistance, and meta-knowledge: this seems to me like a
good combimation for successful students and successful social change. 5o I
propose that we ought to produce “mushfaking,” resisting students, full of
meta-knowledge. But isn’t that to politicize teaching? A Discourse is an inte-
gfation of saying, doing, and valuing, and all socially based valuing is politi-
cal. All successful teaching, that is, teaching that inculcates Discourse and not
just content, is political. That too is a truism. '
As a linguist I am primarily interested in the functioning of language in
Discourses and literacies. And a key question in this sort of linguistics is how
language-within-Discourses is acquired (in socially situated apprenticeships)
and how the languages from different Discourses transfer into, interfere
with, and otherwise influence each other to form the linguistic texture of
whole societies and to interrelate various groups in society. To see what is at
stake here, I will briefly discuss one text, one which clearly brings out a host
of important issues in this domain. The text, with an explanation of its con-
text, is printed below. The text is demarcated in terms of “lines” and “stan-
zas,” units which I believe are the basis of speech:

CONTEXT OF TEXT: A young middle-class mother regularly reads sto-
rybooks to both her five- and seven-year-old daughters. Her five-year-
old had had a birthday party, which had had some problems. In the
next few days the five-year-old has told several relatives about the
birthday party, reporting the events in the language of her pFimary Dis-
course system. A few days later, when the mother was reading a story;
book to her seven-year-old, the five-year-old said she wanted to "rea}d
(she could not decode), and pretended to be reading a book, while tellm.g
what had happened at her birthday party. Her original attempt .at this
was not very good, but eventually after a few tries, interspersed with the
mother reading to the other girl, the five—year-old produced the. follow-
ing story, which is not (just) in the language of her primary Discourse
system:




STANZA ONE (Introduction)

1. This is a story

2. About some kids who were once friends
3. But got into a big fight

4. And were not

STANZA TWO (Frame: Signalling of Genre)
5. You can read along in your storybook
6. I'm gonna read aloud

[story-reading prosody from now on]

STANZA THREE (Title)

7. “How the Friends Got Unfriend”

STANZA FOUR (Setting: Introduction of Characters) 1

8. Once upon a time there was three boys 'n three girls

9. They were named Betty Lou, Pallis, and Parshin, were the
10. And Michael, Jason, and Aaron were the boys

11. They were friends

STANZA FIVE (Problem: Sex Differences)
12. The boys would play Transformers
13. And the girls would play Cabbage Patches
fTAN ZA SIX (Crisis: Fight)

4. But then one day they got into a fj i
15, Tt was s vem o) b ﬁlt g 0 a fight on who would be which team
16. They were punching
17. And they were pulling
18. And they were ?banging

STANZA SEVEN (Resolution 1: Storm)

(9. Then all of a sudden the sky turned dark
0. The rain began to fall

'1. There was lightning going on

2. And they were not friends

girls

TANZA EIGHT (Resolution 2: Mothers punish)
3. Then um the mothers came sh
4. “What are you punching for?

5. You are going to be punished for a whole year”

ooting out ‘n saying

TANZA NINE (Frame) |
5. The end |
7. Wasn't it fun reading together? |
3. Let's do it again

). Real soon!

“Filtering” is a ot e

process whereby aspects of the Jan- ’
and other elements of certain types of
irses (e.g., dominant ones represented in the world of school
overnment and business institutions) are filtered into pri
(and, thus, the process whereby a literacy can influence h

s text and context displa an t . .
sally taking place. play an event, which 1 call filtering,

attitudes, values, d
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]
and trans- ‘
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practices). Filtering represents transfer of features from secondary Discourses
into primary Discourses. This transfer process allows the child to practice as-
pects of dominant secondary Discourses in the very act of acquiring a pri-
mary Discourse. It is a key device in the creation of a group of elites who ap-
pear to demonstrate quick and effortless mastery of dominant secondary
Discourses, by “talent” or “native ability,” when, in fact, they have simply
practiced aspects of them longer.

The books that are part of the storybook-reading episodes surrounding
this child’s oral text encode language that is part of several specific sec-
ondary Discourses. These include, of course, “children’s literature,” but also
“literature” proper. Such books use linguistic devices that are simplified ana-
logues of “literary” devices used in traditional, canonical “high literature.”
These devices are often thought to be natural and universal to literary art,
though they are not. Many of them have quite specific origins in quite spe-
cific historical circumstances (though, indeed, some of them are rooted in
universals of sense making and are devices that occur in nonliterary talk and
writing).

One device with a specific historical reference is the so-called “sympa-
thetic fallacy.” This is where a poem or story treats natural events (e.g., sun-
shine or storms) as if they reflected or were “in harmony” or “in step” with
(sympathetic with) human vents and emotions. This device was a hallmark
of nineteenth-century Romantic poetry, though it is common in more recent
poetry as well.

Notice how in the five-year-old’s story the sympathetic fallacy is not
only used, but is, in fact, the central organizing device in the construction of
the story. The fight between the girls and boys in stanza 6 is immediately fol-
lowed in stanza 7 by the sky turning dark, with lightning flashing, and
thence in line 22: “and they were not friends.” Finally, in stanza 8, the moth-
ers come on the scene to punish the children for their transgression. The sky
is “in tune” or “step” with human happenings.

The function of the sympathetic fallacy in “high literature” is to equate
the world of Rafure (the macrocosm) with the world of human affairs (the
microcosm) as it is depicted in a particular work of art. It also suggests that
these human affairs, as they are depicted in the work of literary art, are “nat-
ural,” part of the logic of the universe, rather than conventional, historical,
cultural, or class-based.

In the five-year-old’s story, the sympathetic fallacy functions in much the
same way as it does in “high literature.” In particular, the story suggests that
gender differences (stanza 4: boy versus girl) are associated with different in-
terests (stanza 5: Transformers versus Cabbage Patches), and that these dif-
ferent interests inevitably lead to conflict when male and female try to be
“equal” or “one” or sort themselves on other grounds than gender (stanza 6:
“a fight on who would be which team”).

The children are punished for transgressing gender lines (stanza 8), but
only after the use of the sympathetic fallacy (in stanza 7) has suggested that di-
vision by gender, and the conflicts which transgressing this division lead to,
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The five-year-old’s story exemplifies two other points as well. First, it is

rather pointless to ask, “Did she really intend, or does she really know about
such meanings?” The Discourses to which she is apprenticed “speak” through
her (to other Discourses, in fact). So, she can, in fact, “speak” quite beyond
herself (much like “speaking in tongues,” I suppose). Second, the little girl in-
gests an ideology whole here, so to speak, and not in any way in which she
could analyze it, verbalize it, or critique it. This is why this is not an experi-

ence of learning a liberating literacy.

To speak to the educational implications of the view of Discourse and lit-

eracy herein, and to close these introductory remarks, I will leave you to
meditate on the words of Oscar Wilde's Lady Bracknell in The Importance of
Being Earnest: "Fortunately, in England, at any rate, education produces no

effect whatsoever. If it did, it would prove a serious danger to the upper
classes, and probably lead to acts of violence in Grosvenor Square” {quoted

in Ellman, 1988, p. 561).

HAT Is LITERACY?

It is a piece of folk wisdom that part of what linguists do is
define words. In over a decade as a linguist, however, no one, until now, has
asked me to define a word. So my first try: what does “literacy” mean? It
won’t surprise you that we have to define some other words first. So let me
begin by giving a technical meaning to an old term which, unfortunately, al-

ready has a variety of other meanings. The term is “discourse.” I will use the
word as a count term (”a discourse,” “discourses,” “many discourses”), not

as a mass term (“discourse,” “much discourse”). By “a discourse” I will
mearn:
i a socially accepted association among ways of using language, of think-
~ *1ing, and of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a
;isocially meaningful group or “social network.”

Think of a discourse as an “identity kit” which comes complete with the ap-
propriate costume and instructions on how to act and talk so as to take on a
particular role that others will recognize. Let me give an example: Being
“trained” as a linguist meant that I learned to speak, think, and act like a Iin-
guist, and to recognize others when they do so. Now actually matters are not
that simple: the larger discourse of linguistics contains many subdiscourses,
different socially accepted ways of being a linguist. But the master discourse
is not just the sum of its parts, it is something also over and above them.
Every act of speaking, writing, and behaving a linguist does as a linguist is

...
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discourses when they use them. For example, many academic, legalistic, and bu-
reaucratic discourses in our society contain a moral subdiscourse that sees “right”
as what is derivable from general abstract principles. This can conflict to a degree
with a discourse about morality—one that appears to be more often associated
with women than men—in which “wrong” is seen as the disruption of social net-
works, and “right” as the repair of those networks (Gilligan, 1982). Or, to take an-
other example, the discourse of literary criticism was a standard route to success
as a professor of literature. Since it conflicted less with the other discourses of
white, middle-class men than it did with those of women, men were empowered
by it. Women were not, as they were often at cross-purposes when engaging in it.
Let us call discourses that lead to social goods in a society “dominant discourses”
and let us refer to those groups that have the fewest conflicts when using them as
“dominant groups.” Obviously these are both matters of degree and change to a

certain extent in different contexts.

It is sometimes helpful to say that individuals do not speak and act, but
that historically and socially defined discourses speak to each other through
individuals. Individuals instantiate, give body to, a discourse every time they
act or speak; thus they carry it (and ultimately change it) through time.
Americans tend to focus on the individual, and thus often miss the fact that
the individual is simply the meeting point of many, sometimes conflicting
discourses that are socially and historically defined.

The crucial question is: how does one come by the discourses that he or
she controls? And here it is necessary, before answering the question, to
make an important distinction. It is a distinction that does not exist in non-
technical parlance but nevertheless is important to a linguist: the distinction
between “acquisition” and “learning” (Krashen, 1982, 1985; Krashen and Ter-

rell, 1983). I will distinguish these two as follows:

Acquisition is a process of acquiring something subconsciously by expo-
sure to models and a process of trial and error, without a process of for-
mal teaching. It happens in natural settings which are meaningful and
functional in the sense that the acquirers know that they need to acquire
something in order to function and they in fact want to so function. This
is how most people come to control their first Janguage.

Learning is a process that involves conscious knowledge gained through
teaching, though not necessarily from someone officially designated a
teacher. This teaching involves explanation and analysis, that is, break-
ing down the thing to be learned into its analytic parts. It inherently in-
volves attaining, along with the matter being taught, some degree of

meta-knoéwledge about the matter.

Much of what we come by in life, after our initial enculturation, involves
a mixture of acquisition and learning. However, the balance between the two
can be quite different in different cases and different at different stages in the
process. For instance, [ initially learned to drive a car by instruction, but
thereafter acquired, rather than learned, most of what I know. Some cultures
highly value acquisition and so tend simply to expose children to adults
modeling some activity and eventually the child picks it up, picks it up as a



gestalt rather than as a series of analytic bits (Heath, 1983; Scollon and Scol-
lon, 1981). Other cultural groups highly value teaching and thus break down
what is to be mastered into sequential steps and analytic parts and engage in
explicit explanation. There is an up side and a down side to both that can be
expressed as follows: “we are better at what we Aacquire, but we consciously

know more about what we have learned.” For most of us, playing a musical

instrument, or dancing, or using a second language are skills we attained by

some mixture of acquisition and learning. But it is a safe bet that, over the
same amount of time, people are better at these activities if acquisition pre-
dominated during that time. The point can be made using second language

as the example: most people aren’t very good at attaining functional use of a

second language through formal instruction in a classroom. That's why
teaching grammar is not a very good way of getting people to control a lan-
guage. However, people who have acquired a second language in a natural
setting don’t thereby make good linguists, and some good linguists can’t
speak the languages they learned in a classroom. What is said here about sec-
ond languages is true, I believe, of all of what I will later refer to as “sec-
ondary discourses”: acquisition is good for performance, learning is good for
meta-level knowledge (cf. Scribner and Cole, 1981). Acquisition and learning
are differential sources of power: acquirers usually beat learners at perfor-
mance, while learners usually beat acquirers at talking about it, that is, at ex-
plication, explanation, analysis, and criticism.

Now what has this got to do with literacy? First, let me point out that it
renders the common-sense understanding of literacy very problematic. Take
the notion of a “reading class.” I don’t know if they are still prevalent, but
when I was in grammar school we had a special time set aside each day for
“reading class” where we would learn to read. Reading is at the very least
the ability to interpret print (surely not just the ability to call out the names of
letters), but an interpretation of print is just a viewpoint on a set of symbols,
and viewpoints are always embedded in a discourse. Thus, while many dif-
ferent discourses use reading, even in opposing ways, and while there could
well be classes devoted to these discourses, reading outside such a discourse
or class would be truly “in a vacuum,” much like our repairman above trying
to repair the jet in flight by jumping out the door. Learning to read is always
learning some aspect of some discourse.

. One can trivialize this insight to a certain degree by trivializing the no-
tion of interpretation (of printed words), until one gets to reading as calling
out the names of letters. Analogously, one can deepen the insight by taking
successively deeper views of what interpretation means. But there is also the
problem that a “reading class” stresses learning and not acquisition. To the
extent that reading as both decoding and interpretation is a performance,
learning stresses the production of poor performers. If we wanted to stress
acquisition, we would have to expose children to reading, and this would al-
ways be to expose them to a discourse whose name would never be “Read-
ing” (at least until the student went to the university and earned a degree
called “Reading”). To the extent that it is important to gain meta-level lan-

guage skills, reading class as a place of learning rather than of acquisition
might facilitate this, but it would hardly be the most effective means. Tradi-
tional reading classes like mine encapsulated the common-sense notion of lit-
eracy as “the ability to read and write” (intransitively), a notion that is
nowhere near as coherent as it at first sounds.

Now 1 will approach a more positive connection between a viable notion
of literacy and the concepts we have dealt with above. All humans, barring
serious disorder, get one form of discourse free, so to speak, and this through
acquisition. This is our socio-culturally determined way of using our native
language in face-to-face communication with intimates (intimates are people
with whom we share a great deal of knowledge because of a great deal of
contact and similar experiences). This is sometimes referred to as “the oral
mode” (Gee, 1986a). It is the birthright of every human and comes through
primary socialization within the family as this is defined within a given cul-
ture. Some small, so-called “primitive,” cultures function almost like ex-
tended families (though never completely so) in that this type of discourse is
usable in a very wide array of social contacts. This is due to the fact that these
cultures are small enough to function as a “society of intimates” (Givon,
1979). In modern technological and urban societies which function as a “soci-
ety of strangers,” the oral mode is more narrowly useful. Let us refer then to
this oral mode, developed in the primary process of enculturation, as the
“primary discourse.” It is important to realize that even among speakers of
English there are socio-culturally different primary discourses. For example,
lower socio-economic black children use English to make sense of their expe-
rience differently than do middle-class children; they have a different pri-
mary discourse (Gee, 1985; 1986b; Michaels, 1981, 1985). And this is not due
merely to the fact that they have a different dialect of English. So-called Black
Vernacular English is, on structural grounds, only trivially different from
Standard English by the horms of linguists accustomed to dialect differences
around the world (Labov, 1972a). Rather, these children use language, be-
havior, values, and beliefs to give a different shape to their experience.

Beyond the primary discourse, however, are other discourses which cru-
cially involve social institutions beyond the family {or the primary socializa-
tion group as defined by the culture), no matter how much they also involve
the family. These institutions all require one to communicate with non-
intimates (or to treat intimates as if they were not intimates). Let us refer to
these as “secondary institutions” (such as schools, workplaces, stores, gov-
ernment offices, businesses, or churches). Discourses beyond the primary
discourse are developed in association with and by having access to and
practice with these secondary institutions. Thus, we will refer to them as
“secondary discourses.” These secondary discourses all build on, and extend,
the uses of language we acquired as part of our primary discourse, and they
are more or less compatible with the primary discourses of different social
groups. It is of course a great advantage when the secondary discourse is
compatible with your primary one. But all these secondary discourses in-
volve uses of language, whether written or oral or both, that go beyond our
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fore and during school, as well as by the opportunities school gives them to
practice what they are acquiring (Wells, 1985, 1986a, 1986b). The learning
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lead to some obvious practical suggestions for directions future research and
intervention efforts ought to take. As far as I can see, some of these are as fol-
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{ have encountered a certain sense of powerlessness and
paralysis among many sensitive and well-meaning literacy educators who
appear to be caught in the throes of a dilemma. Although their job is to teach
literate discourse styles to all of their students, they question whether that is
a task they can actually accomplish for poor students and students of color.

Furthermore, they question whether they are acting as agents of oppression

E by insisting that students who are not already a part of the “mainstream”
learn that discourse. Does it not smack of racism or classism to demand that
: these students put aside the language of their homes and communities and
adopt a discourse that is not only alien, but that has often been instrumental
% in furthering their oppression? I hope here to speak to and help dispel that
| sense of paralysis and powerlessness and suggest a path of commitment and
action that not only frees teachers to teach what they know, but to dosoin a
way that can transform and subsequently liberate their students.

DiscoursE, LITERACY, AND GEE N et
This article got its start as I pondered the dilemmas expressed by educators.
It continued to evolve when a colleague sent a set of papers to me for com-
ment. The papers, authored by literacy specialist James Paul Gee (“Literacy,
Discourse, and Linguistics: Introduction” and “What Is Literacy?”), are the
lead articles of a special issue of the Journal of Education' devoted solely to
Gee's work. The papers brought to mind many of the perspectives of the ed-
ucators [ describe. My colleague, an academic with an interest in literacy is-
sues in communities of color, was disturbed by much of what she read in the
articles and wanted a second opinion. g
A As I first read the far-reaching, politically sensitive articles, I found that I

f agreed with much that Gee wrote, as I have with much of his previous work.

' He argues that literacy is much more than reading and writing, but rather

From Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom. New York: New Press,
1995. 152-66.



