
Introduction to the 
Transaction Edition 

Since the original publication of The Literary Myth in 1979, the history of 
literacy, as a regular, significant, and sometimes central concern of historians
and other social scientists and humanists-of a wide range of topical, 
chronological, and methodological inclinations, has become well established. In 
this, The Literacy Myth played an active part, the record of citations, 
translations, critical commentaries, and other influences shows. The 
republication of this book, amidst the continuing flow of special journal issues, 
anthologies, and monographs, reinforces the point. It also raises key questions 
about the state of historical literacy studies, their relationships to allied 
scholarship in other fields and disciplines, and, equally important, the future of 
the field. The active thrust and exceptional growth in historical literacy studies 
over the past two decades have propelled the subject to new prominence; yet, 
basic linkages among and between necessarily related subjects and students, by 
discipline and interdisciplines, have a great distance to travel. 

The maturation of the historical study of literacy in the 1980s has been 
enormously beneficial, inside the academy and on occasion beyond its walls. 
Nevertheless, this significant body of scholarship demands attention more 
broadly, both in terms of what it may contribute to other researchers, planners, 
and thinkers, and in terms of its own needs for interdisciplinary cooperation and 
constructive criticism. For example, historical literary studies have been marked 
by their attention to the exploitation of quantitative data and to issues of quantity 
and measurement. As important as that has been to initial advances, that 
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emphasis has also been, or begins to become, a limitation toward new 
conceptualizations and, especially, interpretations. 

My principal concern in this introduction is the present state of historical 
literacy studies and their possible redirection. For literacy studies, this is an 
"awkward age" or stage of development. That I should sense this at the present 
moment is perhaps not surprising, for historical studies in general after two 
decades of proliferating "new histories" are themselves in something of an 
awkward age. The recent appearance of a hefty number of books and articles 
surveying the state of the craft, searching for trends, and sometimes proposing 
new emphases and directions underscores this condition. 1 As the history of 
literacy joins the historiographical mainstream, it suffers from similar 
challenges and questions. Virtually all other disciplines among the "human 
sciences" share this late twentieth-century sense of (epistemological and other) 
crisis, sometimes constituting a stimulus toward interdisciplinary development, 
sometimes precisely the opposite. Literacy studies, though, may be an 
exceptional case. For example, the distinctions between quantities and qualities, 
to use one dichotomy, exacerbate all questions of interpretation and meaning. In 
this case, the quantitative record, no matter how essential to literacy's complete 
study and no matter how cleverly exploited, may have inherent limits at least as 
severe as those in other areas of historical or communications analysis. 

I referred to "an awkward age" for the historical study of literacy. I am 
tempted to conceive of the field's development in terms of life courses or cycles, 
at least metaphorically, and to posit the present situation as one of late 
adolescence or youthfulness. I do think, however, that perhaps a generational 
perspective is more accurate than a life cycle one. In these terms, for the 
purposes of discussion and assessment, we might conceive of three modern 
generations of historical literacy studies. 

A first generation includes principally the late-1960s work of Stone, Cipolla, 
and Schofield, and was foreshadowed by the 1950s studies by Fleury and 
Valmary in France and Webb in England. The contributions of these scholars 
here were several: to advance a "strong" case for the historical study of literacy
its direct study, that is, and for its import and significance as a historical factor; 
review the general course of literacy's chronological trends and principal . 
transitions and passages; identify sources for fuller, systematic exploitation
primarily but not exclusively, numerical sources; advance the case(s) for the 
utility of routinely generated, systematic, and sometimes comparable and 
"direct" measures; and posit, sometimes speculatively, the factors most closely 
tied to and responsible for changes in the course of literacy over time, its 
dynamics, distributions, impacts, and consequences. 

A second generation grew directly from and was clearly stimulated by the 
first, more sweeping and speculative students. Major studies of the second 
generation include Schofield's later work, Egil Johansson's studies, and book-
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length reports by Lockridge, Furet and Ozouf, Cressy, Stevens and Soltow, Rab 
Houston, and myself. This is the historical location of The Literacy Myth. In 
addition, there exist numerous articles, monographs, local and regional studies, 
and theses and dissertations, mostly unpublished, especially in Great Britain and 
France.2 

The emphasis became a larger, more detailed erection and exploitation of the 
quantitative record, usually but not always from signatory or census sources; 
greater concern for a more evidentially and sometimes also more contextually 
grounded historical interpretation of changing patterns-especially of 
distributions and differentiations in levels of literacy; relating literacy's trends to 
social and economic developments, institutional interventions and state 
activities (especially factors such as the availability of formal schooling and 
public school systems, political transformations and events such as the French 
Revolution, ideological aspects of the subject, among such factors); concern 
with class formation; attention to uses of literacy in terms both of patterns of 
reading and individual and group attitudinal and psychological changes; and 
increased awareness of the contradictory nature of the subject and alertness to 
the difficulties in building historical interpretations upon a quantitative analysis 
of secular trendlines and patterns of distribution and differentiation (among 
many other aspects). The value of comparative frameworks was also recognized, 
if only occasionally formally attempted or practiced. 

As a result of this second generation of research, we know much more about 
literacy's social patterns over time and the fairly systematic and patterned 
variations in its distributions over time and place. We are perhaps also more 
hesitant and cautious in explanation and attribution of meaning (Graff, 1987a, 
Houston, 1988). 

At the same time as the maturing of this second generation, literacy also was 
"discovered" by an increasing number of historians, especially those employing 
quantitative methods and numerical sources that included some information on 
literacy (either on an aggregative, ecological, or an individual level), or which 
were fairly easily linked to information sources on literacy. Thus, literacy 
increasingly featured in studies of economic change, demographic behavior, 
cultural development and conflict, class formation and stratification, collective 
actions of all kinds, family formation and structures, and the like, as the 
literature on all these key subjects now reflects. Interestingly, in this sphere of 
studies, literacy tended to be conceptualized most often as an independent 
variable, presumably useful in the explanation of another dependent variable, 
which was itself the object of more direct and sustained study. 

In the growing number of studies that took literacy itself as the central object 
of study and discussion, literacy could be and was conceptualized as either or 
both dependent or independent variable. At once a source of analytic and 
conceptual flexibility, this could also be a problem and a source of interpretive 
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confusion and weakness: the nature of literacy as a (historical) variable rarely is 
examined critically. 

Finally, another group of historians, most interested in cultural, publishing, 
and/or literary topics, also tended increasingly to consider literacy within their 
purview. They represented new concerns with "the history of the book" and the 
history of reading. Although they rarely studied literacy's levels and patterns 
directly, they took it as a central factor or parameter for their own work. Here 
one thinks of press and newspaper histories, l'histoire du livre, studies of . 
popular culture, which include new interest in oral culture and its interaction 
with literacy, and histories of print and publishing. Some of this work, such as 
that of Robert Damton (1983, 1984) and Elizabeth Eisenstein (1979), has 
stimulated important responses. We have learned much from such work, too 
much to summarize. Most of it, unfortunately, often remains unconnected to 
work focused directly on literacy itself. (for important new efforts, see Chartier, 
1987, 1989; Davidson, 1989; Gilmore, 1989; Ginzberg, 1980; Martin, 1968-70, 
1975, 1977; Burke, 1978, 1987; Febvre and Martin, 1958; Eisenstein, 1979; 
Carpenter, 1983; Feather, 1985; Brooks, 1985; Damton, 1972, 1983, 1984; 
Davidson, 1986; Spufford, 1981; Hall and Hench, 1987; Joyce et al, 1983; 
Kaestle, 1985, 1988, 1991; Isaac, 1976, 1982; the journals Revue franfais 
d'histoire du livre and Publishing History; and critiques by Davis, 1975; 
Damton, 1972, 1982, 1983, 1984.) 

Virtually all such work has labored under the specter and shadows of 
modernization the.ories with their strong assumptions of literacy's role, powers, 
and provenance-an issue that must be confronted critically, as did The Literacy 
Myth. Some students have· chosen to challenge the assumptions of 
modernization's links to and impacts upon literacy (or vice versa). Others have 
assimilated their work within the traditions of modernization theories, suffering 
conceptual and interpretive difficulties (which the empirical record alone 
seldom meets squarely and which remain to be examined). In some cases, the 
assumption of modernization actually substitutes for empirical, as well as 
critical research. Problems also include the persisting presence of obstructive 
dichotomies such as literate versus illiterate, print versus oral, and the like, none 
of which are interpretively rich or complex enough to advance our 
understanding. 

The third generation now awaits us. It has barely raised its head, although I 
shall relate my thoughts about its agendas and emphases. Discussion must now 
focus upon the "needs and opportunities"-questions, sources, methods-of the 
third generation. In fact, the most recent studies begin to point the way.3 
Ground-breaking work in contemporary studies usefully demonstrates basic 
areas and aspects of interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Two new and original directions in the social-scientific study of literacy 
offer intriguing and tantalizing leads to historians (as well as to contemporary 
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students). In particular, I think of the social-psychological work-sometimes 
brilliant and often path-breaking in its implications-of the experimental, 
ethnographic, and comparative cognitive psychologists, Sylvia Scribner and 
Michael Cole, especially in their The Psychology of Literacy (1981) and in 
Scribner's continuing studies of the skills, including reading and writing, 
required and utilized in different kinds of work settings and demands. This is 
part of a virtual revolution in cognitive studies, which has much to offer students 
of literacy. I also refer to the community-based ethnographies of literacy and 
education brought together by anthropologist and linguist Shirley Heath in Ways 
with Words: Language, Life, and Work in Communities and Classrooms (1983). 
Together, they underscore the import for literacy of context of learning and use, 
nature of acquisition, culture and tradition, and the like. Especially striking is 
their focus on literacy among the modes of human communication, in theory 
and in practice, and on ethnography. These pioneering works now stimulate 
others. They offer much to historians by example, analogy, and 
conceptualization, and indicate one major part of an agenda for the third 
generation. 

Several other recent studies also lead us into wider terrains. Janice Radway's 
Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature (1984; see 
also Radway, 1986) proposes, and with a contemporary group of romance novel 
readers illustrates, that reading can be usefully and critically (and as her work 
evidences, sympathetically) studies in social, cultural, and political-economic 
contexts. Her imaginative practice is jointly informed by anthropological and 
literary critical perspectives; Radway also hints at the possibilities for historical 
efforts in this direction. In fact, creative research by David Vincent (1981) and 
Sally Mitchell (1981) shows potential for historical applications, via 
autobiographical and literary sources, for working-class and middle-class 
women. In this respect, the pioneering and idiosyncratic, if not always 
persuasive, writings of Carlo Ginzburg (1980) and Robert Darnton (1984) 
suggest the depths and insights that close study of reading practices set in 
socioculturally informed communicative contexts may yield. In these examples, 
I add, the limits of the work are as rich as are the real achievements. (See also 
Scribner, 1981, 1984; Burke, 1978, 1987; Davidson, 1986, 1990; Gilmore, 1989; 
Isaac, 1976a, 1976b, 1982; Stout, 1977; Kaplan, 1984; Muchembled, 1986; 
Goody, 1968, 1986, 1987; Thomas, 1986.) 

The occasion for these reflections, happily, coincides with a highly 
significant moment for historical studies of literacy. If my "readings" are at least 
partially accurate, the field of inquiry is now at a crossroads. We must ask, not 
at all frivolously or lightly: Whither historians of literacy? If the second 
generation-having firmly established the field of the history of literacy-has 
wound down, and if my sensing a diminution of new researchers and research 
projects focused directly on literacy is also an accurate reading, and if we 
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assume that literacy deserves and demands further study and consideration, we 
also recognize that (1) many gaps in the record remain to be completed; (2) 
many questions-some only relatively recently posed-remain to be answered; 
and (3) problems in conceptualization, interpretation, and explanation mark 
these efforts. Consideration of the outlines and agendas of a perhaps currently, 
only hypothetically viewed, third generation is of more than academic interest. 

We need to shift our dialogue from quantitative methods to critical 
questions. We do well to ponder the links in terms of both continuities and 
changes between the second generation (represented so strongly in the literature, 
and in this book) and my proposed third generation. I propose that we take stock 
and assess recent studies with an aim toward future research conceived and 
designed in novel ways. 

The achievements of historical literacy studies are many and clear. No 
simply summary of that richness is possible here. (See References and 
Bibliography.) Persisting patterns of limitations also mark the field. 
Increasingly, we recognize limits of quantitative analysis alone and of 
aggregative and ecological methods and research designs. In some ways, we are 
only now coming to the most important questions and issues. That 
achievements, perhaps, along with statistical time series and patterns of 
variation, will be seen as one of the major contributions of generations one and, 
especially, two. There has been a shattering of "received wisdom" (as in 
"literacy myths"), expectations, assumptions-that is no small accomplishment. 
The obverse, however, is the question of what will replace it-in part, a 
theoretical issue. This is reflected in the "great debates" about literacy's 
relationships to economic (i.e., commercial and/or industrial) and social 
development, political mobilization, religion, social mobility, social class 

. formation, work and leisure pattern, and social change more generally. 
Questions about method, such as those of dependent versus independent 
variables, levels of aggregation, problems of correlational analysis, follow. 

Historian Rab Houston (1983, p. 279) captures the spirit of this moment 
when he usefully notes that, 

If attempts to explain structures and trends in illiteracy have 
been less satisfactory than simple expositions of them, 
analysis of the meaning of literacy is even more rudimentary. 
The field has seen a proliferation of merely statistical analyses 
of which it seems trite to say that the well-established 
structural measures such as regional or male-female difference 
must be seen in the context of social and political institutions, 
attitudes surrounding class and gender, but above all of the 
ways in which power is ordered an preserved .... The study of 
education and literacy has become less anecdotal and 
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parochial but the lack of a proper context prevents us from 
understanding its place in social development. Education is 
dealt with too much in its own terms. Even those studies 
which purport to analyze the interaction of education, literacy 
and society tend to select only a few simple aspects such as 
the way educational provision reflected the demands of 
different groups or how wealth, status and literacy overlap. 
Literacy can certainly be used as a valuable indicator of social 
divisions, but in what way did it help to preserve and 
perpetuate them? 

xix 

In one way, the path lies in moving beyond literacy as a dichotomous 
variable, perceived either as conservative and controlling or as liberating. This 
could constitute moving toward a cultural politics and a political economy of 
literacy in history. There are a number of possible avenues. I suggest some now, 
with an eye toward setting an agenda for the third generation and toward 
bridging historians to other students ofliteracy. 

Historical literacy studies must build upon their own past while also 
breaking away from it. The work of scholars such as Furet and Ozouf, Cressy, or 
Soltow and Stevens, delineates parameters, baselines, and key interrelationships 
that offer opportunities to investigate more precisely the linkages and to seek 
refinements in the specifications of factors and their interactions. These range 
from literacy's relations with class, gender, age, and culture to larger themes of 
economic development, social order, mobility and stratification, education and 
schooling, the actual uses of literacy, language and culture, and so one. One 
demand falls upon much sharper contextual grounding, often in clearly 
delineated localities. Others encompass the completion of time series, among 
other quantitative analyses. 

Next is the advancement of comparative study. This requires a greater 
appreciation and emphasis on source criticism and recognition of the different 
meanings of different measures of literacy among different populations as 
evidenced from varying sources. In this case, contextualization is also critical 
for comparisons, as Johansson's and Houston's work in particular illustrates. 
Also critical is the further search for indicators of the levels and the quality of 
literacy, allowing us to advance beyond the limiting dichotomy of literate versus 
illiterate. Novel approaches to the combination of records and to record linkage 
stand out on the agenda. In this The Literacy Myth was a pioneer. 

This is followed by a major need for new conceptualizations of context in 
the historical study of literacy. Recognizing that literacy only acquires meaning 
and significance within specified historical contexts does not in itself reduce the 
risks of abstracted analysis. Novel work in anthropology and psychology, like 
that of Heath, Scribner, and Cole, previously mentioned, provides important 
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suggestions and guidelines for historians. The tasks lie not only in defining and 
specifying contexts for study and interpretation, but also in delineating the 
varying levels of context-vertically or horizontally, for example-and in 
experimenting with ways to operationalize them. Stevens' (1985, 1988) focus on 
illiterates in judicial settings and Johansson's (1985) perspective on church and 
community suggest two opportunities to prove more intensively. Carlo 
Ginzburg's (1980) writings may provide another; so too may those of Radway 
(1984), Darnton (1982, 1984), Vincent (1981, 1989), Burke (1978, 1987), Eklof 
(1986), Grendler (1989), and Mitchell (1981). Gilmore's (1989) regional case 
study reiterates the richness of the records. For the recent past, oral histories, 
library use records, and participant observation, or ethnographies of 
communications, offer other possibilities. 

Contexts for analysis are many and diverse. They range from those of 
acquisition, use, and action, to those of individual, family, group or community, 
gender, or social class. The scope for defined study is itself variable, but should 
include material conditions, motivations, opportunities, needs and demands, 
traditions, and transformations. In this way, linguistic forms, dialects, 
communication channels and networks, "pushes" and "pulls" from religion, 
culture, politics, the economy, and so forth, may be incorporated. Literacy's 
relationships to personal and/or collective efficacy and activism-a source of 
much debate-may also be further explored, in part in analysis of specific events 
and processes, and in part in terms of patterns of communications and 
mobilii.ation within defined contexts. Class formation and vital behavior are just 
two of the many key topics calling for examination. 

Are "historical ethnographies"-<:onceptuali:zed fully in terms of literacy 
among the modes and relations of communications-of literacy possible? Recent 
work, such as that noted in this introduction, contains fascinating hints in that 
direction, which merit fuller examination. A number of recent studies in popular 
culture-for example, those of Carlo Ginzburg, Peter Burlce, Emmanuel LeRoy 
Ladurie, Bob Scribner, Keith Wrightson and David Levine, Harry Stout, and 
Rhys Isaac-may prove stimulating beginning models. Clearly, the subject and 
its significance stimulate a fair test. The current interests in anthropologies of 
communications and ethnographies of reading and writing at varying levels of 
context and generality are guides to follow. (See Heath, 1983; Whiteman, 1981, 
among the literature.) 

On one hand, literacy may be viewed as one among other "media" and its 
roles and impacts evaluated. On the other hand, ethnographic and 
communicative approaches have the potential to expand perspectives while 
simultaneously grounding them more precisely for meaningful interpretation. 
Novel contextualization can also be a boost to the renewal and refinement of 
quantitative studies. Context, in sum, offers both new and better cases for study, 
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opportunities for explanation, and approaches to literacy's changing and variable 
historical meanings and contributions. 

An added consideration follows. This is the difficult and necessary demand 
for critical examination of the conceptualization of literacy itself. The second 
generation has taught us about the contradictions central to literacy's history, 
while also revealing the problems in treating literacy as an independent variable 
and the confusions that inhere in treating literacy as either or both dependent 
and independent. In this respect, The Literacy Myth is an important work. 
Questions of contextualization may well limit analysis · of literacy as 
independent; they will also, stimulate new formulations of the nature of literacy 
as a dependent factor. In the process, new considerations about levels and 
quality of literacy must transcend the related limits of the tradition of 
conceptualizing literacy as a dichotomous variable. The psychological and 
anthropological studies promise to contribute here too. The body of work of the 
second generation collectively underscores the special complications whose 
resolution ranks high on any agenda. To transcend it requires excavation of 
other relevant aspects of communicative or transmitted culture-always 
including the oral and visual-among which literacy, in shifting degrees and 
mediations, takes its place. (For example, Scribner, 1981, 1984.) 

Then there is the question of literacy and what might well be termed the 
"creation of meaning." Historical study of literacy has been little influenced by 
recent debates in intellectual and cultural history, literary criticism, cognitive 
psychology, cultural anthropology and ethnography, or critical theories of 
culture and communication. In some manner, the origins of these current 
emphases stem from dissatisfaction with traditional approaches to "texts," their 
understanding, and their diffusion. More recently, the entire enterprise of 
grasping the "creation," maintenance, and communication of "meaning" has 
changed in major respects potentially relevant to issues central to literacy. 
Cultural and intellectual history are themselves, along with major aspects of the 
humanities and the social sciences-together, the human sciences-in a significant 
time of ferment and wider exploration of their parameters; so too, importantly, 
are literary criticism, cognitive and cultural psychology, and some areas of 
philosophy. Concerns about interactions between readers and texts, responses to 
writing and print, shaping of individual and collective processes of cognition, 
and the ways in which "meaning" is created, influenced, transmitted, and 
changed are common, if not always clarified. 4 Possibly to its detriment, the 
history of literacy stands in isolation from these trends. Now perhaps is the 
moment to at least consider the grounds for disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
rapprochement. Questions about literacy's contribution to individual, class and 
collective awareness, patterns of cognition (and also noncognitive attitudinal 
formation), and cultural behavior more generally all underscore this need. The 
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nagging issue of the uses of literacy and their consequences, deserves new 
exploration. 

The need for a sharper theoretical awareness of the relevance of the history 
of literacy for many importan~ aspects of social, economic, and psychological 
theory, constitutes a sixth point. This is implied in the foregoing. Historical 
studies of literacy do provide significant opportunities for testing theories, and 
in so far as their results continue to raise criticisms of "normative" theoretical 
expectations and assumptions, there can be prospects for essaying new 
formulations. 

A consideration, raised as a question of methodology, indeed of 
epistemology, links all of the above mentioned. Has the tradition, from two 
generations of studies, of taking literacy as primary object of analysis-"the 
history of literacy" per se-approached an end point? Should a "third 
generation," rooted at least in part in the foregoing, refocus itself in terms of 
literacy as a significant-indeed a necessary-aspect of other relevant 
investigations? The question, simply put, is that of shifting from "historical 
studies of literacy" to "histories that encompass literacy within their context and 
conceptualization," from "the history of literacy" to "literacy in history." There 
is reason to argue, that the limits of the second generation's conceptualization 
encourage the exploration of what that transformation would entail. To move in 
this direction, is no simple task. 

Finally, I call attention to the relevance of the history of literacy for a 
number of policy areas in societies "developed" and "underdeveloped" today, 
and to the additional contributions that reconceptualization might bring., 
Historical analysis can contribute to understanding and fashioning responses to 
deal with those problems that are sometimes deemed "literacy crises." In 
grasping that there are many paths to literacy, that literacy's relations to social 
and economic development are complex, that the quantity and the quality of 
literacy (and literacy's possession and its use) are not linearly related, that the 
consequences of literacy are neither direct not simple, and that literacy is never 
neutral, historians have much to share with their fellow students and to offer 
those who formulate soctal policies. That, in itself, is no small contribution. 

Consider, for example, the concept of multiple paths to the making of literate 
societies and states. The historical study of literacy shows clearly that there is no 
one route to universal literacy, and there is no one path destined to succeed in 
the achievement of mass literacy. In the history of the Western world, we may 
distinguish the roles of private and public schooling in various configurations in 
the attainment of high rates of popular literacy, as well as the operation of 
informal and formal, voluntary and compulsory schooling. For example, mass 
literacy was achieved in Sweden without formal schooling or instruction in 
writing (Johansson, 1981). High rates of literacy have followed from all of these 



INTRODUCTION TO THE TRANSACTION EDITION xxiii 

approaches in different cases and contexts. The developmental consequences are 
equally varied. The importance of this discovery lies precisely in that: 

perhaps the most striking feature of UNESCO discussions on 
literacy, since 1965 when a campaign to wipe out illiteracy got 
going, is that it is little based on either experiment or historical 
precedents. Rather, in spite of Adam Curie's careful warnings 
in 1964, action seems as much based on self-evident axioms 
and hopes as on anything else. UNESCO assumes that literacy 
is a good thing-more latterly, functional literacy. 
Furthermore, in no clearly believed or understood way 
poverty, disease, and general backwardness are believed 
connected with illiteracy; progress, health, and economic well-
being are equally self-evidently connected with literacy. 
UNESCO is committed to what amounts to a modernization 
theory to the effect that economic progress follows upon a 
change in many from illiterate to literate, preferably in one 
generation, and, even better, in the very same man. It is 
presupposed that such a change will lead, if not immediately 
then inevitably, to such changes and values in a society that 
economic progress-and in its train good health, longevity, 
and, perhaps, peace-is possible. (Winchester, 1978, 1980, 1. 
See also Arnove and Graff, 1987.) 

The past provides, importantly, a different set of experiences than those 
behind these common expectations. Although neither all the research nor the 
balance sheet of historical interpretation is in, we may argue that historical 
experiences provide a better guide to such crucial questions as how and to what 
extent basic literacy contributes to the economic and individual well being of 
persons in different socioeconomic and cultural contexts, and under what 
circumstances universal literacy can be achieved. The costs and benefits of 
alternative paths can be discerned and estimated, too. Thus, the connections and 
disconnections between literacy and commercial development, a generally 
positive relationships, and literacy and industrial development, often an 
unfavorable linkage at least in the short run of decades and half-centuries, offer 
important case studies and analogs for analysis. The data of the past strongly 
suggest that a simple, linear, modernization model of literacy as prerequisite for 
development, and development as stimulant to increased levels of schooling will 
not suffice. Too many periods of lags, backward linkages, setbacks, and 
contradictions exist to permit such cavalier theorizing to continue without 
serious challenge and criticism. 



xxiv THE LITERACY MYTH 

The example of Sweden is especially significant in this regard. This case 
provides the most richly documented illustration of a transition to mass literacy 
in the Western world, and thus has much to teach us. As shown by the 
pioneering researches of Egil Johansson, near-universal levels of literacy were 
achieved rapidly and permanently in Sweden in the wake of the Lutheran 
Reformation. Under the joint efforts of Church and State, from the seventeenth 
century on, reading literacy was required under law for all persons. Within a 
century or so, remarkably high levels of literacy among the population existed
without any concomitant development of formal schooling or economic or 
cultural change that demanded functional or practical employment of literacy 
skills. Moreover, literacy grew in a manner that led to its being defined by 
reading and not by writing. Urbanization, commercialization, and 
industrialization had virtually nothing to do with the process of making the 
Swedish people perhaps the most literate in the West before the eighteenth 
century. Contrary to paths to literacy taken elsewhere, this campaign, begun by 
King Charles IX, was sponsored by the State Church. By legal requirement and 
vigilant supervision that included regular personal examinations by parish 
clergy, the church supervised a system rooted in home education. The rationale 
for the literacy campaign, one of the most successful in history before the 
nineteenth century, was conservative: piety, civility, orderliness, and military 
preparedness. 

Significantly, the home and church education model fashioned by the 
Swedes not only succeeded in training a literate po'pulation, but it also placed a 
special priority on the literacy of women and mothers. This led to Sweden's 
anomalous achievement of female literacy rates as high as male rates or higher, 
a rare pattern in the Western history of transitions to mass literacy. Sweden also 
marched to its impressive levels of reading diffusion without mass achievement 
of writing-alerting us to the variable roles and mixes of different media, literate 
and others. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century erection of a state
supported public school system that writing, in addition to reading, became a 
regular part of popular literacy and a concern of educators and teachers. The 
context differed greatly from that of the two previous centuries. Finally, note 
that the only other areas that so fully and quickly achieved near-universal levels 
of literacy before the end of the eighteenth century were places of intensely 
pious religion, usually, but not always, Protestant: New England, Huguenot 
French centers, places within Germany, Switzerland, and parts of Scotland. 
There are lessons in these histories. (Johansson, 1977, 1981; Lockridge, 1974; 
Strauss, 1978, 1984; Strauss and Fawthrop, 1984; Scribner, 1981, 1984; Arnove 
and Graff, 1987.) 

Literacy's relationships to paths of economic development, previously 
mentioned, are another case in point. So, too, are the connections of literacy 
with social development. In this case, we discover again a history of continuities 
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and contradictions, and of variable paths to societal change and development. 
From the classical era forward, leaders of polities and churches, reformers as 
well as conservers, have recognized the uses of literacy and schooling. Often 
they have perceived unbridled, untempered literacy as potentially dangerous, a 
threat to social order, political integration, economic productivity, and patterns 
of authority. Increasingly, however, they came to conclude that literacy, if 
provided in carefully controlled, structured, formal institutions created expressly 
for the purposes of education and transmission of literacy and supervised 
closely, could be a powerful and useful force in achieving a variety of important 
end. For example, in Rome, and in the visionary proposals of the fifteenth-and 
sixteenth-century Christian humanists, precedents long predated the first 
systematic mass efforts to put this conception of literacy into practice. For our 
purposes, the Reformations of the sixteenth century represented the first great 
literacy campaigns. They were hardly homogeneous efforts, as Sweden reminds 
us, in either design or degree of success. Nonetheless, they were precedent
setting and epochal in their significance for the future of social and educational 
development throughout the world. 

With the Enlightenment and its heritage came the final ideological 
underpinnings for the "modem" and "liberal" reforms of popular schooling and 
institutional building that established the network of educational-social
political-cultural-and-economic relationships central to the dominant ideologies 
and their theoretical and practical expressions for the past two centuries. Prussia, 
revealingly, took the lead, and provided a laboratory that American, Canadian, 
English, French, and Scandinavian school promoters and reformers regularly 
came to study. North Americans and Swedes followed in Prussia's wake. and, in 
time and in their own ways, so did the English, French, Italians-and more 
recently vast areas of the underdeveloped world. 

Of course, other important uses of literacy-for personal advancement, 
entertainment, study, collective action, and the like-must not be slighted. The 
significance and potential of literacy to individuals and to groups throughout 
history, even if sometimes taken out of context and exaggerated, is undoubted. 
The role of social class and group-specific demands for literacy's skills, the 
impact of motivation, and the growing perceptions of its value and benefits are 
among the major factors that explain the historical contours of changing rates of 
popular literacy. In other words, "demand" must be appreciated, as well as 
"supply," stimuli from "below" as well as force and compulsion from "above," 
in intricately reciprocal and dialectical relationships. Literacy's limits, history 
underscores, and its roles in promoting and maintaining hegemony, merit 
emphasis too. And their deeper exploration and understanding may depend on 
the new approaches suggested in this introduction. 

Especially with the transitions from preindustrial social orders based on rank 
and deference to the class societies of commercial and then factory capitalism, 
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the integrating and hegemony~creating purposes of literacy provision through 
formal schooling only increased. Schooling, with its transmission of morally 
leavened and often qualitatively low levels of skills, became more and more a 
vital aspect of the maintenance of social stability-particularly during times of 
massive if confusing social and economic transformations-and a regular feature 
of the life course of the young. Many persons, most prominently social and 
economic leaders and social reformers, grasped the uses of schooling and the 
vehicle of literacy for promoting the values, attitudes, and habits deemed 
essential to order, integration, cohesion, and certain forms of progress. The 
people's acceptance of literacy's import-not a simple process-forms the other 
dimension of this historical equation. This, in fact, is the story told in The 
Literacy Myth, whose power holds still. 

The issue of quality, as opposed to quantities, of literacy merits comment in 
conclusion. Because of the nature of the evidence, virtually all historical studies 
of literacy have concentrated on measuring the extent and distribution of reading 
and writing; issues concerning the qualitative levels, utilities, and actual uses of 
the skills have attracted less attention. What research has been conducted, 
however, does point to a common conclusion that qualitative abilities cannot be 
deduced simply or directly from quantitative assessments of literacy's 
distribution. Studies of early modem England, eighteenth- and nineteenth
century Sweden, and urban areas throughout the West in the nineteenth century 
all indicate that there has long been a significant disparity between the popular 
levels of possession of literacy and the quality and usefulness of those skills. In 
Sweden, for example, a great many persons who had attained high levels· of oral 
reading ability did not have comparable skills in comprehending what they read. 
North American, English, and French data allow the wider generalization of this 
point, as the final chapter of this book demonstrates. 

The implications of these findings are many. First, the measurement of the 
distribution of literacy in a given population may reveal relatively little about 
the uses to which such skills could be utilized and the degrees to which different 
demands on personal literacy could be satisfied with the skills commonly held. 
Second, it is also possible that with increasing rates of popular literacy did not 
come ever-rising capabilities or qualitative abilities-or ever-declining levels, as 
some would have it, either. Third-and potentially most important today-such 
evidence places the often-asserted contemporary decline of literacy in new and 
distinctive contexts and encourages a fresher, historically rooted perspective. 
That is: the possibility that mass levels of abilities to use literacy may have, over 
the long term, lagged behind the increases in literacy rates themselves. For 
some, like black Americans, great progress has occurred. This recognition also 
forces us to c_onsider the impacts of changing communications modes and 
media, of which literacy in its alphabetic elements is just one, That is a task 
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barely begun. Our understanding of our own culture and polity suffer in its 
absence. 

The recent decline, so often proclaimed, but so ineffectually measured and 
poorly understood, may be less a major change than we are told incessantly. We 
need to pay more attention to longer term trends, changes in popular 
communicative abilities and channels, compositional factors within 
populations-in and outside of schools, cultural changes in relation to media and 
technologies, than to "functional" or "competency" test results or "back to 
basics" movements. Those elements were never basic! 

This does not imply that real problems do not exist. Rather, it underscores 
the import of historical perspectives and understanding, actively and publicly 
joined to other disciplines and major contemporary problems and policies. In 
this respect, recognition of the emergence of the history of literacy's "third 
generation" and of its relevance to nonhistorians is at once a first step and a 
paradigmatic one. It is my hope that The Literacy Myth will continue to play its 
part in this. 

Harvey J. Graff 

Notes 

* These reflections on the state of research in the historical study of literacy 
originated with my comments presented at the session on literacy at the May 
1984 Bellagio Conference of the International Commission for the Application 
of Quantitative Methods to History on "The Transformation of Europe." For 
reasons of economy and space, I shall not present complete bibliographic 
citations for the text; interested readers may refer to my Literacy in History: An 
Interdisciplinary Research Bibliography (New York: Garland, 1981); The 
Legacies of Literacy: Continuities and Contradictions in Western Society and 
Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987); and The Labyrinths of 
Literacy (Sussex: Falmer Press, 1987). Some of the major examples of historical 
scholarship are collected in my Literacy and Social Development in the West: A 
Reader (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). The references and 
bibliography list that follow this introduction is designed to highlight significant 
(especially book-length) historical scholarship since the original publication of 
The Literacy Myth in 1979. The listing is selective. 
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1For example, see Stone's calls for retreat from social scientific and 
quantitative studies and hopes for"new narratives," attacks on social history, 
among many others. Stone (1979), and responses by Abrams (1980) and 
Hobsbawm (1980). See also Kammen (1980); Rabb and Rotberg (1982). 

2See Graff (1981a); references in Graff (1987a); Houston (1983, 1988). 
3See Chartier (1987, 1989), Gilmore (1989), Ginzburg (1980), Heath (983); 

Kaestle (1988, 1991); Radway (1984); Scribner (1984). The work in progress by 
Egil Johansson for Sweden and Edward Stevens for nineteenth-century United 
States underscores this point. 

4This literature-actually several different bodies of it-is too vast to cite here. 
See for introductions, LaCapra and Kaplan (1982); Higham and Conkin (1979); 
Rabb and Rotberg (1982); and such journals as Critical Inquiry; New Literary 
History; Representations; History and Theory. See also, Kaplan (1984). 
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