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Introduction 
 
I would like to address some of the issues that have arisen in discussions about the 
concept of culture as it is used, particularly in development contexts and some of the 
contestations around that term. I will illustrate these issues with a case study from my 
own work in the area of literacy. I will firstly look at some of the history of ideas from an 
earlier period that I think underlie some contemporary uses of the concept of culture. At 
first sight these may not appear the obvious ideas that one would look at when thinking 
about culture, but I want to argue that in fact they often underlie contemporary usage.  
Secondly I will discuss contemporary work, particularly that in anthropology and in social 
linguistics around the concept of culture as a process rather than the more reified sense of 
the earlier usage.  And then I want to use my own literacy research as a case study to go 
through some of the contemporary theoretical debates in the ‘New Literacy Studies’ and 
consider how they relate to development discourse. I will conclude with a brief reference 
to a recent project in South Africa, to try to link academic research with practical 
applications in the Cape Town area (Prinsloo & Breier, 1996). This will serve as an 
example of some current directions in literacy work, which may also have implications 
for the way we think about culture and development. The paper represents a contribution 
to our reconceptualisation of the relationship between culture and development on the one 
hand, and economics on the other by emphasising just what is involved in coming to a 
more complex understanding of the former domain of the relationship. 
 
 
The Concept of ‘Race’ 
 
I want to start where in fact my own doctoral research began more than 20 years ago by 
looking at some of the intellectual history of European representations and conceptions of 
diversity (Street, 1975). The term is important in this context, because if we start by 
looking at the 18th and then through to the 19th centuries in Europe, one of the major 
problems confronting European society was indeed how to handle the issue of diversity  
(Curtin, 1965; Cairns, 1965).  Travellers reported back from different places in the world, 
indicating diversity internally - within the society being observed - and externally - 
between those groups and the travellers’ own society. These observations challenged 
previous ideas about what it was to be human at that time (Kiernan, 1969). I suggest that 
three key concepts emerged to handle this challenge, linked to scientific discourse: the 
concepts of classification, evolution and hierarchy (Burrow, 1966; MacKenzie, 1995; 
Gates, 1986; Mitter, 1977).   
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In traditional Western science, the first response to experience that is difficult to 
understand is to classify it, to create a typology of some kind.  So travellers, for instance 
on Cook's voyages, took with them scientists who could describe all the flora and fauna 
that they encountered in all those exotic parts of the world, and reproduce them with the 
help of artists trained in scientific observation Smith, (1960). The accounts of the peoples 
of the world were, likewise inserted into the same framework as were physical and 
natural phenomena: the same discursive strategies, the same intellectual devices and 
strategies for handling diversity in Nature were used for human beings (Hodgen, 1964; 
Barnes, 1960). I am putting it in this way in order to address the issue from a slightly 
different angle than for instance Edward Said, who focuses mainly on the political 
dimension of this process (Said, 1978). I do not want to under-play the political 
dimension, in fact I will play it up a lot when I talk about ideology later, but I think it is 
important to try to understand the roots of ideas at that period.   
 
There was, then,  a pressure and a desire to make sense of disorder through creating order 
out of it. One of the dominant methods of doing so was the concept of type, and in the 
case of the peoples of the world, type was to be described in the same way as objects in 
the natural world through physical appearance.  So external characteristics, head shape, 
colour, pigmentation, hair and various other features of people appeared to be a perfectly 
natural way, in scientific terms, of going about making a typology and an ordering. 
Michael Banton (1967), an anthropologist who has researched this period, argues that the 
word `race' emerges at that period meaning type; it didn't have the connotations that it has 
now and that it had in for instance Hitler’s uses of it, and in contemporary  ‘racist’ 
discourse. At that time race as type was a supposedly scientifically-founded sub-concept 
within general typology that provided a way of making sense of diversity.   
 
Scientists such as Blumenbach, Cuvier, Linnaeus etc. arrived at different numbers of 
‘races’ in this sense of the term, and also different ways of inventing words for them 
(Street, 1975; Banton & Harwood (1975).  It is interesting to recognise how invented 
these terms are, and yet they still appear ‘natural’ today.  For instance, the word 
Caucasian was invented by Blumenbach to refer to that race of men who live in the 
shadow of Mount Caucasus.  Whatever it’s geographical reference, which was somewhat 
vague and imprecise, it was a useful term to signify difference.  Other terms included 
Mongoloid and Negroid, which occasionally find echoes in today’s language. There were, 
of course, disputes - are there two types or races, are there three, are there five, are there 
six?  At the time these appeared to many to be scientific debates about the nature of the 
typology rather than political decisions about the nature and quality of the people being 
described (Greene, 1954; Lyons, 1970; Stepan, 1982; Street, 1992). 
 
From a contemporary perspective, of course, these concepts seem less natural than they 
were claimed to be at the time. This is partly because of the role played by another of the 
dominant conceptions of the time, historically derived from a much earlier period, namely 
hierarchy, whereby the human types or races were placed in a rank order with one above 
the other. In earlier periods, religious discourse had used the concept of a Great Chain of 
Being to make sense of diversity (Irvine, 1955; Hodgen, 1964). The concept represented 
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the whole of the universe as linked in a single chain, that also was a hierarchy, from the 
lowest orders of flora, fauna, up through animals and mammals, from human beings to 
the angels and eventually to God: there was a universe with an ordered chain.  Given that 
intellectual history, the scientific pushing out of religious discourse and developing of 
typologies, characteristic of 18th and 19th century Europe, nevertheless made use of that 
notion of hierarchy. Embedded in the representation of peoples in the world, then, were a 
notion of race and a notion of hierarchy, with some races being in some way higher, 
nearer to God, in the way of the old Great Chain of Being, and others closer to the lower 
orders Stocking, 1968).  
 
Finally, another concept that developed at that time to make sense of diversity again is 
that of evolution. Evolution derives not simply from Darwin as might appear with 
hindsight, but in fact Darwin crystallised what had been going on for at least a hundred 
years in terms of scientific theories. The concept of evolution emerges in this context to 
give a time dimension to the hierarchy and typology of scientific attempts to make sense 
of diversity. It argues that the whole of the human, and of the natural condition, is in a 
process of change and development, from the simple to the complex, from lower orders to 
higher orders, and ultimately through to human beings as the highest level.  Darwin did 
not include angels in his account, although at the time there was considerable debate 
about where angels begin and apes end (Irvine, 1955). There were, inevitably at a time of 
classification and taxonomising, many debates about boundaries as well as about types. 
The concept of evolution in this context becomes a supposedly scientific device for 
asserting the degree of what we might now call ‘development’ amongst societies - in 
other words social evolution.   
 
There is, then, in 19th century accounts of diversity, a typology of races, embedded in a 
hierarchy, and with an evolutionary component which suggests that in some way those 
higher up have actually evolved further and those lower down have not evolved so far.  
This complex of ideas, rooted in science and validated by science, with a history of 
religious ideas behind it, was reinforced by travellers as they explored Africa, India and 
Asia, and reinforced by novelists grounded in the same theoretical debates. My own 
earlier research (Street, 1975; 1985) on novelists aimed to demonstrate how they used 
these ideas: Rider Haggard, John Buchan, Rudyard Kipling, Joseph Conrad, all used the 
ideas of race, hierarchy and evolution in order to make sense of diversity, to ask the 
question, where does this society that we are representing stand in the rankings, where is 
it in the process of evolution?  Does it represent an earlier version of what we went 
through, the `we' being modern civilised urban European society? This involved, for 
instance, talking about Bushmen societies and hunter-gatherer societies as though in some 
way we can learn about our past by studying them.   
 
The idea of social evolution linked to hierarchy and race has, then, been a very powerful 
ordering device for dealing with diversity. Most of these ideas have now been rejected as 
unsound, particularly through the work of social as well as natural scientists and 
anthropologists included (Banton, 1967; Barzun, 1937; Montague, 1964).  For most 
social scientists the concept of race is no help at all in making sense of diversity.  There 
are too many variations.  You cannot read from external characteristics into internal - one 
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of the major intellectual devices of that period.  It seemed easy to observe somebody's 
shape and size and to read off where they stand in the rankings of evolution and 
hierarchy; that is now deemed intellectually unsound and of no use in serious research. 
Moreover, there are also moral and ethical problems with it.  The reason I am citing it 
here is because a number of contemporary authors are arguing that in rejecting it and 
moving to other concepts, we have in fact smuggled a lot of these early 19th century ideas 
back in under apparently more neutral terms (Said, 1978;  Gates, 1986). 
 
 
Concepts of ‘Culture’ 
 
So I move now to the second part of the paper, focussed on concepts of culture.  I begin 
with a quote from Paul Gilroy, one of the main writers in the fields of difference, 
diversity, culture and discrimination in contemporary societies (Gilroy, 1987; 1990). He 
argues that in contemporary Britain at least, and I would now argue maybe more broadly, 
the concept of culture has come to stand for the underlying conceptions that ‘race’ 
previously stood for.  It is no longer considered appropriate, morally or intellectually, to 
use the word `race' in any kind of positive sense, given the problems I have cited above.  
But, he argues, race remains at the centre of contemporary British politics:  
 

`The politics of race in this country, is fired by conceptions of national belonging 
and homogeneity, which not only blur the distinction between race and nation, but 
rely on that very ambiguity for their effect.  The new racism is primarily 
concerned with mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion; it specifies who may 
belong to the national community, and simultaneously advances reasons for the 
segregation or banishment of those whose origin, sentiment or citizenship assign 
them elsewhere' (Gilroy, 1987, p53).   

 
The issue of inclusion and exclusion is one of the dominant themes that runs through the 
discussions of how the concept of culture is used.  For Gilroy and a lot of other 
contemporary writers, the word `culture' is being used as code for race. There is not space 
here to document that, but one could look at political speeches and newspapers today, and 
find people using the word `culture' in ways which carry forward many of those earlier 
ideas. One of the dominant themes that runs through is the notion of culture as some kind 
of fixed inventory of characteristics, a list of things that belong to a set of people. That, of 
course, is exactly how the word race emerged as ‘type’ which then had fixed 
characteristics which in the discourse of the time were biologically, or later genetically, 
fixed. Gilroy and others argue, that these characteristics have now been transferred to 
‘culture’.  Even though the concept of ‘culture’ appears to be not rooted in biology, it is in 
fact very often premised on assumptions about fixity and permanence: the idea that 
somebody for instance might come from Nigeria and settle in England and they bring 
with them in some way a bag with Nigerian culture in it, and they are stuck with that bag. 
Looking at some of the accounts of cultural movement, migrations and diversities, one 
finds that the assumption built in is very often of this fixity; a person belongs to a given 
culture, that is how they are, they must think that way, and behave that way.  
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This discourse on culture, then, is coding many of the ideas that derive from that earlier 
period, including references to hierarchy and to social evolution.  The ways in which 
culture has been used in development very often, I argue, draws on that same tradition. 
For instance in development work it is common for anthropologists to be asked the 
question: what can we do about culture?  We are going into this society and trying to 
persuade women to manage fertility, people to take their babies to health clinics, non-
literate people to attend literacy classes, and they resist: it is their culture that is getting in 
the way.  Culture is a barrier. Some of the development documents concerned with health, 
agriculture, or as we shall see below literacy,  that ask consultants to help improve 
conditions in these domains employ the concept of culture as though it were a barrier to 
progress.  The fixed, rooted, almost biological inventory of characteristics previously 
associated with race is very often what comes to mind, implicitly if not explicitly, when 
agencies and documents are  talking about culture.  
 
Contemporary anthropology has had a hand both in reinforcing that particular set of ideas 
and also in challenging it.  Anthropologists, in some periods, have tended to look for what 
Talal Asad has called `essential meanings', to assume that one could go to another place 
and study those people's inner, fixed meanings, as though that was what constituted 
culture (Asad, 1980). The traveller or researcher finds a set of people, identifies their 
customs, their fixed meanings, their ways of life, their ideas, and because they belong to 
that culture, that is what their characteristics are: these features can then be applied to 
their ‘stage’ of development.  
 
Asad (1980), writing about the history of the use the concept of culture in anthropology, 
criticises this conception on a number of levels.  Firstly, there is the question of power.  
`The anthropological tendency,' he says, `to accord a critical priority to systems of human 
meaning leaves un-posed the question of how different forms of discourse come to be 
materially produced and maintained as authoritative systems' (Asad, 1980).  The use of 
culture as the frame for studying peoples and diversity begs the question of how a 
particular set of meanings, that you are describing and then inscribing as you study these 
people, got onto the agenda in the first place.  Use of the concept also disguises 
contestation; some of those early studies of culture assumed culture was just sitting there 
and you simply described it as you might the flora and fauna of an environment. Very 
often too, the anthropologists and others would be talking to particular categories of 
people in society - men, chiefs, those in control of land - and it may be that other people 
have quite different conceptions of, for instance, gender behaviour, of spacing of children, 
of what writing and reading were about - but their conceptions did not get on to the 
agenda, because they were marginalised by the dominant version. That version, often 
articulated by leaders or by observers, then became what Asad calls the ‘essential 
meaning’ of that culture: it was assumed that this was what everyone meant when they 
talked about these things, that there was a common core of meaning, rather than the 
varied accounts of different groups competing to represent the whole culture. In recent 
years many anthropologists, critiquing this more fixed notion of culture, have started to 
describe culture as a process rather than in the earlier reified sense (Street, 1993b; 
Clifford, 1988).  
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I will provide just one brief but rather fraught example from South Africa to illustrate this 
point. About four or five years ago a number of anthropologists were preparing to go to 
court to challenge the way certain politicians were using the concept of culture in order to 
justify the carrying of cultural weapons on the streets. That weapons could be considered 
‘cultural’ was being justified on the grounds that Zulus were a ‘culture’; it served the 
interests of the political party Inkhata to represent the whole Zulu nation as a culture, 
which then had rights in law to cultural artefacts, including assegai - spears. So Zulu 
members of Inkhata could go out on the streets with these weapons of intimidation, 
whereas ANC members could not parade with weapons.  There is a contest here over the 
conception of culture, in the way that Inkhata was using it, and the way the 
anthropologists were using it. They were going to court precisely to make the point that I 
have been making in this article, that in contemporary intellectual discourse culture is a 
contested process rather than a fixed inventory of characteristics. Use the definite or the 
indefinite article to say `a culture', `the culture', `cultures' implicitly reproduces the reified 
sense of ‘culture’. This ‘nominalisation’ (Fairclough, 1992) - the use of ‘culture’ as a 
noun -  in the South African context, then, facilitated the claim that all Zulus must be the 
same, and must also of course be under a single leader Buthelezi, separate from other 
groups in the country as a whole. This is itself a political statement not a neutral exotic-
like statement about culture at all, it is using culture as a resource in a political conflict.  
In fact of course, Zulu people varied considerably, they took up different political 
positions, and the vast majority of them were ANC supporters, not Buthelezi supporters. 
It was in Buthelezi’s interest to disguise that political dimension underneath the reified, 
nominalised conception of culture, but that is no reason for analysts and researchers to do 
so.  The anthropology department at the University of Witwatersrand, with the help of 
‘struggle’ lawyers, in adopting a more processual view, referred to ‘cultural processes’ - 
to what culture does rather than what culture is (Thornton, 1988), a usage I have referred 
to as ‘culture is a verb’ (Street, 1993b). 
 
That, then, is just a very brief example of the way in which in contemporary discourse 
anthropologists would look at culture as much more contested, and ask the question that 
Asad was asking, how did that particular meaning get on the agenda?  How did that 
particular meaning come to be powerful, and how did it marginalise other meanings, and 
what are the other meanings and how can we find out? What does it mean to 
conceptualise culture as a process where it is being used in a reified sense for political 
purposes? 
 
 
Culture in Development: Literacy as a case study 
 
I have laid out then two sets of concepts - culture as fixed,  race-like and culture as a 
process - to provide a background against which we can view some of the contemporary 
uses of culture in the field of development.  I want to use the example of literacy to 
illustrate this and I begin with some of my own experiences doing anthropological field 
work in Iran during the 1970s under the rule of the Shah. For various reasons I found 
myself working in villages in the area of Mashhad on the border with Afghanistan. I had 
gone in fact to study migration patterns and the rural-urban movement, because that was 
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the sort of things anthropology students studied in those days, but I found myself drawn 
in to looking at literacy activity in the village.  I sat at a village table with the local school 
textbooks to help me learn Farsi, and people would ride past on their donkeys on their 
way up to orchards where they had fruit that they were selling to the city. As they rode by, 
they would stop and talk to this strange foreigner, help me learn the language and discuss 
the books I was using. Some interesting discussions began to emerge in which older men 
particularly would say, `Isn't it terrible, the kids in the schools today aren't learning 
anything, standards are falling' - a familiar lament in this country too.  `The teachers don't 
bother, this school is no use really, it's not like in our day.'  So I explored this further, and 
the `our day' turned out to be a reference to the fact that, before the State schools arrived 
in this village, there were Islamic schools, Koranic schools, maktabs.  I explored this a bit 
further and discovered that what people thought about reading and writing and what they 
did with it, and their identities associated with text, were quite different for those who had 
been in these Maktab schools.   
 
This challenges, I believe, many dominant stereotypes regarding Islamic learning as 
merely rote learning, mindless, uncritical, backward, as it is often represented.  One of the 
interesting things in this village was the way in which local mullahs would go around to 
different men's houses for dinner parties, at which a number of men would gather to 
discuss a theme.  They might discuss the Sura of Maryam in the Koran, partly generated 
by my presence I think because it has references to different interpretations as between 
Islam and Christianity regarding Mary and virgin birth. Having been brought up as a 
Catholic I got quite interested in these theological debates and we had some interesting 
discussions.  But this is quite different from the dominant Western stereotype of Islamic 
schooling as mindless rote learning, a myth still perpetrated in many development 
programmes.   
 
The other thing that  I learned from these encounters was that the kind of literacy that 
people were learning from these texts was different than that represented in the dominant 
image of literacy in development. The literacy of the Koranic school was actually 
deployable in other contexts. Whilst development stereotypes suggest Koranic literacy 
was not proper literacy because the pupils were ‘simply’ memorising the words, a closer 
look at some of the texts indicates more complex and interesting ways in which they  
were being used. For instance, the texts did not necessarily employ the conventions 
familiar in dominant academic discourse (such as in this paper), with neat, straight lines 
on the page all the way down, empty margins etc.(Street, 1996).  Instead, books of Islamic 
commentary used at the Koranic school would have texts at an angle across the page with 
bullet points and little inserts and commentaries down the side of the page at different 
angles: the whole text was juggled around much more. I began to realise that what people 
were learning implicitly if not explicitly was the nature of text, the nature of meaning 
being constructed not only semantically in the actual units, the words, the grammatical 
structures, but actually through the text type.  The positioning of words, positioning of 
sentences was actually part of meaning, and pupils were learning that and on occasions 
transferring it to other contexts.  
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One such context was the selling of fruit to the cities.  This was the time of the Shah, the 
early Seventies oil boom in the cities, that led to great demand for products. This village 
was well-known as a rich village and was cashing in very well. In selling the fruit down 
to the nearby city of Mashad, it was necessary to develop various forms of organisation 
which involve literacy: individual farmers would bring the fruit down from the orchards 
and sell it to a tajer, a middle-man, who would then put it into a store and send it off later 
at an appropriate time for sale at the urban markets.  In order for that transaction to take 
place, as farmers sold their fruit to tajer, people had to fill in bills of sale, names had to be 
written, quantities, accounts, places, times, dates recorded and cheques written - there was 
a branch of a bank in the village.  So there was a lot of literacy going on.  The tajer would 
send the crates down to the city and write, `Mohammed Amini' on the crate, the driver 
had to know where he was taking it, who it belonged to.  So I began to recognise a 
different literacy than that going on in the Maktab, and yet that built on this traditional 
literacy to provide a new form relevant to the needs of modern commerce. For it was the 
older men who had been trained in the Maktab who were acting as tajers.I have suggested 
elsewhere (Street, 1984) that it was their social authority and knowledge, linked with their 
Koranic literacy, that facilitated this new literacy: children trained in the Dabastan or the 
State school may at first seem to be the most likely people to develop this commercial 
literacy, but in practice the form of literacy they learned at school and their lack of 
authority in social circles in the village, countered this possibility. It was the social 
practices of literacy not simply the decoding skills that mattered. 
 
There are a number of reasons why the State school did not provide the basis for such 
literacy practices. The teachers who taught there often came from urban areas and were 
not very interested in the village: as in many such contexts, they focussed upon an urban 
hierarchy and career progress, and they saw the village as a backward place they had to 
put up with for a short while.  So they were not really interested in the lessons.  On the 
other hand there was an ambivalence.  The parents wanted to send at least one child to the 
city, because then they could get out of the village and into the white collar urban work of 
the cities.  In order to achieve this they had to send their sons to the village school - but at 
the same time they did not really respect it - there was an ambivalence.  What was 
happening in schools was not, then,  providing pupils with the kind of literacy that would 
be useful in the village: it did not give them the social authority or the skills to actually do 
the tajer work, to do this middle-man buying and selling; the school pupils were looking 
outside, not inside.  So gradually I began to do my own classification and developed the 
notion that in this village there were three literacies, not one:  Maktab  literacy, 
commercial literacy, as I call the work of buying and selling, and Dabastan school 
literacy.   
 
But this ran counter to dominant classification of those working in education and in the 
literacy programmes. For instance,  the Sepayeh Danesh,  the Shah's army of knowledge, 
was founded on the principle of sending people into the rural areas to overcome illiteracy: 
the soldiers for education would come into the village and say, `Isn't it sad, all these 
mindless villagers living in the dark, illiterate.'  This appeared in direct contrast with the 
complex literacies with which I found myself surrounded in such villages. It was, indeed, 
true that few of  villagers probably would have passed the various tests and exams set by 
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agencies and educational institutions. Most of them, for instance, had not been through 
the third or fourth grade of the Dabastan, and very often those are the bases for the figures 
on literacy that countries send to UNESCO, the years of schooling.  So I thought, if this is 
the case here, maybe it's the case elsewhere; these international conceptions of illiteracy 
may not correspond to what's actually happening on the ground.  Here I was living in a 
place with a variety of intellectual, social and material, economic processes going on, 
with three different kinds of literacy, yet the villagers were all being dismissed at the 
centre, both in Tehran and in international agencies such as UNESCO, as being illiterate.  
 
Development discourse about illiteracy has traditionally associated it with living in 
darkness, with mindlessness, lack of cognitive skills, lack of progress, inability to think in 
a modern way. Colin Lankshear (1987) in Literacy, Schooling, and Revolution,  sums up 
of some of these issues well:  ‘The association of literacy with a modernisation syndrome, 
the conception of modern man[sic], and the development of attitudes and dispositions of 
flexibility, adaptability, empathy, willingness to accept change, proneness to adopt 
innovations, all of these were guiding assumptions behind the trend to literacy campaigns 
in the Third World’ (Lankshear, 1987, p 42).  Another writer, Hagerstrand, claims that 
`The demand for education is at times an innovation which must be introduced to a 
society in order to open it to further innovation.  Literacy and other new skills eventually 
transform social communication and resistance into patterns more susceptible to 
innovation and the progress that comes with it' (ibid.).  The word `progress', familiar from 
the account above of 19th century discourse, recurs here unselfconsciously.  Again the 
belief is that culture and the culture of illiteracy are holding people back – their cognitive 
processes are not as developed as those of Western educated people. Illiterate’ people are 
presumed to come from ‘backward’ cultures - indeed their illiteracy is a distinguishing 
mark of backwardness. Their ‘culture’ is a barrier to progress and to literacy. ’Culture’ in 
the fixed sense referred to earlier in this paper is then linked with what I have come to 
call the ‘autonomous’ model of literacy (Street, 1984):: a similar reification of literacy 
and reduction of its dynamic, varied and contested nature to a single ‘thing’. 
 
All of this seemed quite at variance with my experience in this and other villages.  So I 
then turned to the academic literature to see what it had to say about literacy.  And there I 
discovered a similar adherence to the autonomous model of literacy.  Here too literacy 
was being conceptualised as a single thing, that is the same everywhere, and it was 
assumed that without it people were in cognitive, social and cultural deficit. Literacy in 
this view is the same right across the world, with a big L, little y, a singular noun. Yet, I 
had already come across three different sets of literacies in one village. The argument 
from this autonomous model suggests that the acquisition of literacy has consequences 
for social progress, cognitive development, democracy, economic take-off.  Anderson and 
Bowman (1966), for instance,  suggest a 40 per cent literacy level is necessary for 
economic take-off, a threshold figure.  This idea still appears occasionally in the 
development discourse.  Illiteracy and literacy are treated as two terms in a complete 
binary system, you are either one or you are the other. The people in the Iranian villages 
where I was living might well not pass the tests for literacy and yet were using reading 
and writing all the time.  So the dominant assumptions about literacy, both in 
development circles and in academic discourse,  did not seem to me to work: the 
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conceptions involved reification, treating literacy as  unitary; they were probably 
ethnocentric as well because the kinds of conceptions of literacy were actually derived 
from developers’ and academics’ own society. The model of literacy seemed to have the 
same character as the model of culture. 
 
So an alternative model was necessary. As it happens around the world various 
academics, researchers, and practitioners working in literacy, were beginning to come to 
the conclusion that the autonomous model did not work, that it was not an appropriate 
intellectual tool for looking at the diversity of reading and writing around the world, and 
its meanings (Heath, 1983; Barton & Ivanic, 1991; Besnier, 1988),.   So we developed 
what I have come to call an ideological model of literacy (Street, 1984). This model starts 
from different premises - from the premise that literacy is a social practice, not simply a 
technical and neutral skill; that it is always embedded in socially constructed 
epistemological principles of one kind or another.  It is about knowledge: the ways in 
which people address reading and the writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of 
knowledge, identity, being. Literacy, in this sense, is always contested, both its meanings 
and its practices, hence particular versions of it are always ‘ideological’, they are always 
rooted in a particular world view and a desire for that view of literacy to dominate and to 
marginalise others (Besnier & Street, 1994; Gee, 1991). 
 
These conceptions themselves are, of course, rooted in cultural practices and cultural 
processes, of the kind indicated above within the dynamic model of culture.  One 
example, to bring home the significance of this argument concretely, comes from an 
article in Cross-Cultural Approaches to Literacy -  a collection of articles by 
anthropologists who have worked in literacy around the world and have attempted to 
apply dynamic models of culture to dynamic models of literacy (Street, 1993a). Kulick 
and Stroud (1993) conducted anthropological research in New Guinea villages and began 
with the questions that developers ask, what is the impact of literacy?  However, they 
soon noticed that literacy was being added to the communicative repertoire in more 
complex ways than the concept of ‘impact’ conveyed. They noted that the things that 
people did with that literacy were rather different than the people who had brought it had 
imagined.  Missionaries had brought it and wanted to use it for conversion and for control 
and discipline.  This is similar in many contexts where missionary groups have brought 
reading but not writing for precisely that control purpose - if people can write, they 
actually can write their own things down, if they can read they can only read what you 
provide them.  They can still reinterpret it but they have rather more control. Kulick and 
Stroud, being social linguists as well as  anthropologists were interested in what happens 
to the communicative repertoire when this missionary literacy arrives: they argued that 
instead of talking about the ‘impact’ of literacy, we should ask the question, how do 
people ‘take hold of’ literacy? What they saw happening was that people were using 
literacy in the way that they had used oral interaction.  There were precise conventions for 
making a speech, the dominant one being that you must not appear to put anyone else 
down when you make it. It is inappropriate to put someone down, it is inappropriate to 
speak in a braggardly way about yourself, and yet at the same time you want to get your 
own way.  So a variety of clever political discourses and conventions emerged.  Kulick 
and Stroud discovered when they looked at the texts people were writing, that they were 
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using the same social linguistic conventions, the same discourse strategies as in this 
speech making.  They were inserting the written into their oral.  So instead of talking 
about impact, the researchers here talk about taking hold, they talk about the way people 
have made use of literacy. There are now many such  examples from around the world 
which indicate how the communicative repertoire varies, from people simply taking 
literacy and doing with it what they had already done, to people discovering new 
functions they do with it which may be quite different from what the school teachers or 
the missionaries had in mind.   
 
A further example comes from research amongst young adolescents in schools in 
Philadelphia (Shuman, 1986; Camitta, 1993). In a high school the students were 
producing blank pages and resisting the teacher’s blandishments to write. Whilst at first 
the teacher was very upset, she quickly discovered that beneath the desks all kinds of 
documents were circulating.  The first response being a teacher was, this was a discipline 
issue, she must clamp down on this -  the students were meant to write above the desk, on 
school-validated paper, not below the desk on their own materials.  But, being an 
anthropologist as well, she thought, this is interesting, this is a social fact, this is an 
example of the social practice of literacy.  What are they doing with it?  And what she 
discovered was that people were writing notes, setting down rap songs which they then 
edited and developed when they met outside.  They were making huge collections of 
cuttings from newspapers, cuttings from each others' writing, development of stories, 
editings of various kinds.  Suitcases full of these materials were kept under pupils’ beds: 
in a sense they contained their identity, an identity they kept away from their parents and 
their teachers, but which was inscribed in writing.  One of Shuman’s (1986) arguments 
about this was that this form of writing has exactly the opposite qualities to the dominant 
conception of writing.  The dominant conception of writing is that it is separate, 
individualised, cognitively removed from immediate interaction, distanced, detached, 
scientific, objective, while oral is interactive, personal etc..  But in this context it was the 
written that was interactive and group-like: people were working together designing their 
rap songs, working together on texts.  Once this has been said, it is obvious: we know 
there are lots of contexts where people work together on text; we know that our identities 
are bound up with inscriptions on paper.  We all have some version of the writing that 
inscribes our sense of who we are.  And yet the dominant model continued to represent it 
as though writing was out there and detached and separate, and oral communication is the 
interactive channel. The great divide between oral and literate persists within  this 
autonomous model of literacy, which suggests that oral language has one set of features, 
written another, and the two are quite different.  So this kind of research - that of Kulik 
and Stroud in New Guinea and Camitta and  Shuman in Philadelphia and various other 
examples - is challenging an autonomous model of literacy and looking at cultural 
processes, epistemological issues in literacy acquisition, taking hold, identity. 
 
I call this alternative approach an ideological and not a cultural model because I want to 
ensure that we attend to the power dimension of these reading and writing processes. The 
example of the missionaries and of the teachers makes that clear. The concept of ‘impact’ 
then is not just a neutral developmental index, to be measured, but already part of a power 
relationship. These are issues about power, assumptions about one particular set of ideas, 
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conceptions, cultural group, being in some way taken on by another group.  What is the 
power relation between them, what are the resources, where are people going if they take 
on one literacy rather than another literacy, how do you challenge the dominant 
conceptions of literacy?  It seems to me quite impossible to address the issue of literacy 
without addressing also the issue of power (Street, 1996). A cultural model of literacy, 
particularly the reified view of culture rather than culture as process, leads one to fall 
back into the old reifications: a particular group of people become associated with a 
particular literacy; another group of people are associated with another literacy. The 
contestation over what counts as literacy and whose literacy is dominant gets lost.  So we 
call it an ideological model of literacy in order to highlight the power dimension of 
literacy (Foucault, 1969; Street, 1996). 
 
Finally, I would like to outline a project in South Africa called the Social Uses of 
Literacy, that rejects the autonomous approach and attempts to build a new conception of 
culture and development in the field of literacy (Prinsloo & Breier, 1996). This  project 
was based at the University of  Cape Town and the University of the Western Cape, 
which came together to research the actual meanings and uses of literacy on the ground 
prior to the development of policy.  As an anthropologist this seems to me a truism but I 
keep being naively astonished to discover that development is often done the other way 
round: the policy on, say, adult education and literacy is developed without reference to 
research on what people are doing with literacy.   
 
The programme is quite challenging in the context of the needs for redress, reconstruction 
and redevelopment in South Africa at the moment.  There are large numbers of people 
without any schooling: the apartheid State marginalised and ignored them, and the new 
government needs to quickly get things in place to help them. It needs to develop an adult 
literacy policy and adult education policy.  It is doing so very often on the basis of models 
derived from European countries. A lot of NGOs on the ground are concerned that the 
local nature of literacy teaching, literacy learning and literacy practice may get lost in this 
central process. This research project has to be seen in terms of that current tension. The 
project involves a dozen or so researchers going into different sectors or domains of 
South Africa - in Namaqualand; in rural areas; in  Marconi Been; in a settlement in Cape 
Town; amongst Taxi drivers in Cape Town; in Belleville South, a coloured settlement; 
and Site 5, where people had been forcefully uprooted and settled, and then tried to make 
a kind of living and develop resources. The researchers also did some study on the ways 
in which a mass electoral process could be successfully implemented for a population 
without majority literacy.  
 
 Different sites were chosen on the premise, contradicting that of dominant educational 
and development discourse,  that literacy means different things in different contexts, and 
that if you are designing literacy programmes you may have to design different kinds of 
process according to where people are.  I will give one example of what this might mean.  
A Xhosa speaking woman called Elizabeth on Site 5, has been working for the last 
decade to create resources in the settlement: paved roads, running water etc.  In her house 
she has lots of different documents; she has worked with and across and around 
documents, she goes to meetings all the time.  Some of those documents are in English, 
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some in Xhosa.  It is probably doubtful whether she would pass many exams in literacy in 
either of those languages or literacies, but she used them effectively in political action for 
the last decade with meetings and pressure groups to get these things done in the 
settlement.  Now in the new dispensation, the ANC is setting up classes for local people 
to give them literacy,  whilst at the same time there is a new bureaucratised hierarchy of 
relationships between local people and the local State.  In this context Elizabeth has now 
become marginalised: with respect to educational institutions, she is told she is illiterate, 
her children laugh at her and say, `You're illiterate, you must go to classes.'  She goes to 
classes, and the classes employ neo-Freireian discourse which involves not contestation 
but rote repetition of syllables - bah-be-bo. The class all chant it.  So Elizabeth is sitting 
there finding it not much help in relation to her political practice.  Likewise, with respect 
to the new political institutions, meetings have now been taken over by besuited men who 
are speaking in English, and Elizabeth sits at the back in silence.  So she is being 
marginalised and silenced in both domains. Ironically, she is being made illiterate by the 
arrival of the literacy class and silenced by the arrival of democracy.   
 
So the question the researchers are posing to the ANC and to the organisers of adult 
literacy practices in South Africa (and elsewhere) is, what kind of literacy class or 
support, not just necessarily classes, might one provide for someone like Elizabeth, to 
enable her to enhance the skills she has already got, to build on what she is doing, and 
what she has done for the last ten years and  not to marginalise her and treat her as 
nothing. Good pedagogy, according to these researchers and practitioners, builds upon 
where people are and acknowledges the contestation involved in change both for the 
learners and the facilitators. There are an increasing number of examples like this that are 
currently being documented in different parts of the world (Street, 1995; Hornberger, 
1997).  
 
If one looks closely at contemporary literacy programmes in the light of some of the 
conceptual tools I've been putting forward here, I would argue that you would find the 
dominant, the majority, subscribing to the autonomous model of literacy and to the fixed, 
‘race’ model of culture, and just a few here and there  beginning to talk about local 
cultural processes and local literacies. The practical implications of such a shift are 
immense, ranging from the need for educators to take account of local meanings before 
designing programmes and curricula, to the importance of developers noting local 
variation in beliefs and practices before introducing Western-oriented health, agriculture 
and economic programmes. There is a very significant relationship between these cultural 
processes, including literacy practices on the one hand, and economic processes and 
change on the other. I hope that this article has contributed to some elaboration of the 
former and it now remains to pursue in greater depth its implications for the latter.  
 
 

---------------------------- 
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