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Literacy and Cognition
Agtliki l{icolopoulou and Michael Cole

There is little doubt that the introduction
of lite rccy into a society and its acquisition
and use by individuals are phenomena of
enormous significance for the organization
and experience of human life. However, as

soon as we attempt to delineate the nature
and impact of literacy more precisely and
to assess its cognitiue irnplications in par-
ticular, the issues involved become more
difficult and contentious.

Part of the difficulty in assessittg the re-
lationship between literacy and cognition
is that both aspects of the question are am-
biguous and multifaceted. On the one
hand, even among those who agree that lit-
eracy might-in some manner-influence
the structuring of human thought, there is
no firm agreement on how the relevant
cognitive skills and capacities ought to be

conceptually defined or operationally mea-
sured. On the other hand, when we try to
characterize "litera cy" in concrete terms-
beyond the most elementary definition, the
ability to read and write-its rneaning
proves to be unexpectedly complex and
contested. Lite racy comes in different
forms and different degrees; do we expect
the same cognitive effects from all of
them-and, if not, which effects are signif-
icant? In additioo, "literacy" implies not
only the acquisition of literate skills by in-
dividuals but also the experience of living
in literate as opposed to nonliterate cul-
tures; therefore, literacy may have indirect
effects that are mediated by institutional
structures whose impact extends to non-

literate as well as literate individuals. To
complicate matters further, the acquisition
of literate skills by individuals is generally
bound up with particular forrns of educa-
tion and social rzatron, and the uses of liter-
acy are embedded in particular social prac-
tices, whose effects may be difficult to
disentangle frorn those of the ability to
read and write per se.

1

The Significance of Literacy

In current scholarship dealing with these
and related questions, there is broad con-
sensus on some basic premises: Lite racy
makes possible a number of changes in the
use and transmission of information, with
important ramifications for social activity.
And, despite wide variations in the nature
and use of writing systems, certain general
features of their impact are widely ac-
knowledged. Extending a suggestion of-
fered by Goody (1977, 36), we might use

as a starting point two biblical images: "fn
the beginning was the Word" (John L:1,),
and "The \Word was made flesh, and dwelt
among us" (John 1.:1.4).

In other words, the k.y fact is that writ-
ing catches spoken langu age in flight and
embodies it in a visible and relatively en-
during form, so that it can be interacted
with in new ways. It survives and remains
avatlable to us, even if we do not keep it
"in mind." Ideas and descriptions can be

formulated (and reformulated) with greater
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precision; they can be transmitted more
readily over time and space, unchanged ex-
cept for the contexts in which they are en-
countered. The availabiliry of wrimen com-
munication allows for new ways of
mediating social activity and offers a
means-until the twentieth centurg the
overwhelmingly predominant means-of
extending and coordinating interactions
beyond the arena of the face-to-face and
the here-and-now. New techniques of in-
formation storage create increased poten-
tial for extensive and systematic accumula-
tion of knowledge. In combinarion, these
developments can provide individuals and
societies with access to wider sources of in-
formation (and misinformation) as well as
new resources for maintaining the stability
of both individual and collective memories
(see Graff 1987\.

There is less agreement on whether the
movement from orality to literacy trans-
forms modes of thought as well as modes
of communication-and, if so, how. These
debates have a long history. The idea that
literacy reshapes human intellectual pro-
cesses has been asserted and disputed for
some five thousand years, ever since the
origins of written texts, and the influences
attributed to literacy have varied consider-
ably. Tributes ro literacy as the route to in-
creased intellectual power go back as far as
early Egyptian documents and have re-
curred throughout the subsequent history
of literate civilizations, but according
to Plato's Pbaedrus, Socrates took the
opposite view, warning that literacy-
rather than enhancing human reason-
weakens memory and promotes inauthen-
tic knowledge.

Cognitive Consequences:
The Strong Claim

In the past several decades, these issues
have generated an extensive and multidis-
ciplinary field of scholarship and debate.
The key impetus was provided by a cluster
of writings in the 1,950s and 1.970s that,
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taken together, formulated an ambitious
and broadly coherenr model that made
provocative claims for the cognitive conse-
quences of literacy (see Goody and Watt
1963; Goody and Watt 1,968; Goody
L977; Goody, this volume; Havelock 1,982;
Olson 1977; Ong 1,982). In particular, pro-
ponents of this position argue thar wriften
Ianguage per s€, understood as a symbolic
technology of representation and commu-
nication, has systematic and general cogni-
tive implications that can be separated an-
alytically from the effects of the contenr it
is used to transmit-and that help ro rrans-
form that content as well.

In this regard, what is mosr crucial abour
the formal qualiries of written language is
that information can be increasingly de-
contextuali zed, that is, abstracted from the
specific conditions of its generation and
transmission. Such decontextualization al-
Iows for more intellectual and emotional
distance from the informarion involved
and can foster a more critical and reflective
attitude toward it. Furthermore, written
text allows the utterance to be analyzed
into its elements and systematically exam-
ined in a way that is rnore difficult for the
flow of spoken langu age; this transforms
our experience of oral as well as written
communication (Olson '1,977). The emer-
gence of an increasingly critical and reflec-
tive stance toward knowledge-promoted
by the development and diffusion of liter-
acy as well as by the increasing continuity
and accumulation of critical inquiry-
helps account for the historical origins of
the systematic study of logic, philosophy,
and science in general.

In short, liter acy is closely associated
with advances in the level of sophistication
of modes of thinking for both cultures and
individuals-from simple to complex, from
prelogical to logical, from myrh to hisrorS
from closed to open, and so on. The advent
of lite racy thus marks a fundamental shift
in human history (e.g., Havelock 1982;
Ottg 1,982). Furthermore, lite racy is seen as

being, to a considerable extent, the engine
of this change. This is one reason why
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Street (1984, this volume) has character-
ized this as an "autonomous" model of lit-
eracy, in that its impact and the course of
its development are seen to flow from
properties inherent in the nature of the
rnediurn itself.

These cognitive effects should, as a

coroll lty, increase with the degree of ab-
straction and sophistication of the graphic
media involved. Thus it has been argued
(Goody 1,957) that logographic systems of
writing, being less flexible and decontextu-
alized than syllabary systems, are corre-
spondingly less conducive to critical and
analytical thought-whereas syllabaries, in
turn, encourage analytiial thinking less

than alphabetic systems do.
As literacy shapes rnodes of thought, the

argument goes, so it shapes the minds of
individuals who participate in a literate so-

ciety. This view converged with a line of
analysis deriving from Vygotsky (I

1.97 8), who argued that
higher psychological processes are socio-
culturally mediated; thus, the transforma-
tion of culturally elaborated cognitive and
symbolic systems, and their appropriation
and use by individuals, restructures mental
activity in profound ways. An influential
study by Vygotsky's collaborator Luria
(I976) suggested that schooled subjects,
children or adults , are rnore likely to rea-
son with abstract conceptual categories,
whereas nonschooled ones are more likely
to reason with context-bound functional
categories. Although Luria did not single
out literacy as the critical factor, treating it
as only one element in rnore comprehen-
sive sociohistorical transforrnation, his
findings have been interpreted as dovetail-
itrg with the "autonomous" model; and
these findings were followed up by Green-
field (1972), who explicitly saw her results
as showing that individual literacy has uni-
form and general cognitive effects that re-
structure the whole of psychological life.
Again, however, Greenfield found it diffi-
cult to separate the effects of lite racy from
those of Western-style formal schooling.
Among psychologists, Olson (1977, 1994)
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has probably developed the mosr sysremar-
ically theor ized and carefully researched
program of study in support of the claim
that the acquisition of lite rucy by individu-
als promotes higher levels of linguistic self-
awareness, analytical thinking, and formal
reasoning.

Contextual Approaches

The perspective just outlined has also pro-
voked a number of vigorous challenges. It
is worth noting that critiques of the "au-
tonomous " approach have rarely come
from the intellectual quarters with the
most fundamental reasons to reiect its cen-
tral thesis. For example, the main tenden-
cies in cognitive psychology have generally
been unreceptive in principle to the possi-
bility that sociocultural phenomena rnight
have a deep irnpact on structures of think-
ing. Thus, they have not attacked the
claims of the "autonomous" approach so
much as ignored them. Instead, the debate
has been joined by a sgt of scholars-in
disciplines ranging from anthropolo gy, so-
ciologS and history to sociocultural pry-
chology and sociolinguistics-who gener-
ally accept the interpl^y between culture
and cognition but who nevertheless have
sharply questioned one or another of the
tenets of the "autonomous" school, and
sometimes all of them together.

Although these alternative approaches
differ from each other in various ways, the
most significant of them are linked by an
emphasis on the context-specific character
of both literacy and its cognitive implica-
tions. That is, they challenge the view of lit-
eracy as a decontextualized technology of
representation generating uniform effects;
instead, they argue that reading and writ-
ing should be treated as socially constituted
practices embedded in diverse and specific
contexts. This theoretical starting point
leads to an emphasis on the multiplicity of
literate practices and the ways that their
nature and signi ficance depend on such
factors as the cultural and ideological
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frameworks defining these practices, the in-
stitutional frameworks within which they
are carried out, and the distribution of lit-
eracy-mediated practices across the differ-
ent spheres of people's activities. These cri-
tiques have also questioned whether the
kinds of tests used to support claims for the
cognitive consequences of individual liter-
acy genuinely measure differences in modes
of thinking, particularly capacities for ab-
stract and logical thought, suggesting that
what such tests often capture is familiarity
with different linguistic and interactional
conventions, such as those associated with
school-based discourse. (For two formula-
tions of this general perspective, see Street
'J.984; Gee L990.)

Scholars of this persuasion have stressed
the need to study the actual "morphology"
of different kinds and uses of literacy; such
analyses require investigators to take ac-
count of the structural, political, and ideo-
logical features of the societies in which
they occur (e.9., Clanchy 1979; Clanchy
1993; Scribner and Cole 1981; Heath
1983; Graff. 1.9871. Rather than conceiving
of literacy as the acquisition of universally
applicable technical skills, it is better un-
derstood in terms of multiple literacies that
are inextricably embedded in group- and
context-specific discourses (Gee 1990).
These studies also emphasize the continu-
ous interaction and interpenetration be-
tween oral and literate modes in both indi-
viduals and societies, rather than a sharp
division between literacy and oraliry. For
example, Heath (1983) demonstrated how
the interplay between the spoken and writ-
ten word was organized quite differently in
the everyday life of three contiguous but
culturally distinct communities in South
Carolina (differing by class, race, and reli-
gious traditions), yielding three distinctive
"ways with words" that could be under-
stood only by situating each within its
overall sociocultural context; children
from these different communities brought
with them distinctive understandings of the
use of both oral and written communica-
tion that meshed in significantly different
(and consequential) ways with the conven-
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tions of formal education. For another line
of research focusing on the interaction be-
tween cultural idendry and the dynamics of
emergent literacS see Dyson 1993.

Although some of this scholarship has
questioned (explicitly or in effect) the very
idea of findirrg genuine cognitive differences
ber'ween cultures or individuals, other stud-
ies have framed the problem in terms of de-
lineating local and practice-specific (as op-
posed to uniform and general) consequences
and concomitants of literate practices. One
example is the research of Scribner and Cole
(1981) on the Vai people of Liberia, which
also attempted to disentangle analytically
the effects of lite racy from those of school-
ing. Vai culture provides a natural experi-
rnent: English, Arabic, and an indigenous
Vai script are all in use, but the last (unlike
the first two) is transmitted informally.
Scribner and Cole found that each form of
literacy appears to have its own highly spe-

cific cognitive effects, depending primarily
on the sociocultural contexts and task-
requirements of the literacy practices in-
volved (and not on technological features of
the different graphic media). \Whether the
specific cognitive skills conveyed by school-
ing persist and become "gene ralized" in
later life depends on the extent to which
they are significant for morphologies of ac-
tivity that recur in larger networks of so-
cially structured practices. This "practice-
based" analysis is supported by the results
of other cross-cultural research, including a
number of the findings in 'Wagner (1,993).

Conclusions

Despite genuine disagreements between
scholars of these two camps-and the sharp
polemics in which their disagreements have
often been expressed-it might be sug-
gested that they bring potentially comple-
mentary strengths to the study of literacy
and cognition. Scholars of the contextualist
camp have usefully ernphasized the social
embeddedness of literacy, its heterogeneiry,
and the complexity of its uses and cognitive
effects. In so doing, they have offered cor-



rectives to the more excessive clairns of the
"autonomous" approach and also broad-
ened the field of investigation beyond a nar-
row focus on seeking the uniform effects of
literacy in general. On the other hand, these
contributions are not necessarily incompat-
ible with sophisticated formulations of the
guiding insight of the "autonomous" per-
spective: that is, the potential significance
of socially elaborated symbolic tools, in-
cluding technologies of written comrnuni-
cation, for the re-mediation of both social
organization and intellectual processes. In
fact, many of the most damaging criticisms
of the "autonomous" approach have really
been directed not against the rnajor schol-
ars of this camp but rather against simplis-
tic and sociologically naive applications of
this perspective in education and social pol-
i.y (which have been widespread). Further-
more, the "autonomous " approach has
been a moving target, since several of its
most prominent representatives have in
various ways refined their analyses, and
qualified some of their initial claims, in re-
sponse to contextualist criticisms (without,
however, giving up the core of their posi-
tion-see, €.g., Goody 1987; Olson 1994).

One can certainly find in the present lit-
erature adherents of both polar views con-
cerning literacy and its cognitive conse-
quences: that literacy has no effects on
rnodes of thinking and that it has the kinds
of sweeping and uniform effects claimed by
the more extreme applications of the "au-
tonomous" model. However, much of the
most interesting work of the last few
decades has involved efforts to formulate
the problem in a nondichotomous fashion.
An approach that could usefully direct fu-
ture research in this area would be one that
emphasizes the continuous dialectical in-
teraction between the formal properties
and potentialities of symbolic media and
the structures of activities and institutions
within which their uses are embedded.
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