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ABSTRACT

Since the United Nations included literacy in its Millennium Development
Goals, the importance of literacy has secured its place in the collective con-
sciousness as a central marker of development, and discussions of ‘indigenous
literacy’ have become commonplace. This article touches upon some of the
problems of defining ‘indigenous literacy” with explicit reference to the Que-
chua-speaking Andean region. Section 1 begins to unpack the terms literacy’
and ‘indigenous’ in order to better understand the question posed. Section 2
(Colonial Literacy) considers literary practice in the colonial period: it will be
seen that both the technology introduced (the European alphabetic script) and
the form this took (the book) circumscribed pre-Columbian literary practice.
Section 3 (Standardization of Quechua) is concerned with how the technol-
ogy introduced continues to affect literacy practices, as will be shown through
the debate surrounding the standardization of the Qtlechua alphabet. Finally,
section 4 (‘Social Literacies’) considers a ‘social literacy’ orientation illustrating
how such an approach can help us move beyond an entrenched, traditional con-
cept of literacy” and look not only at literacy as a social practice as it is enacted
by social actors, but also to involve those actors in the very definition of what
they consider to be literacy practice.

Keywords: literacy, indigenous, colonization, development, Quechua, socio-
linguistics, language planning, Latin America

RESUMEN

Desde que la ONU incluyd la alfabetizacién dentro de sus Objetivos de Desa-
rrollo del Milenio, la importancia de la alfabetizacién ha asegurado su posicion
en la conciencia colectiva como marcador central del desarrollo; ademas, se ha
vuelto comun hablar de la “alfabetizacién indigena”. En este articulo, se tratan
algunos de los problemas que se presentan al momento de definir la “alfabetiza-
cién indigena” con referencia explicita a la region andina de habla quechua. La
seccidn 1 comienza a cuestionar los términos “alfabetizacion” e “indigena” con el
fin de comprender mejor la pregunta planteada. La seccién 2 considera las prac-
ticas literarias en la época colonial: se verd que tanto la tecnologfa introducida
(la escritura alfabética europea) y la forma en la cual se presenté (el libro) cir-
cunscribieron las practicas literarias precolombinas. La seccion 3 trata la forma
en la cual la tecnologia introducida por los colonizadores continta afectando las
précticas literarias que se evidenciard a través del debate en torno a la estandari-
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zacién del alfabeto quechua. Finalmente, la seccidn 4 considera una orientacién
hacia la “alfabetizacion social” e ilustra cdmo este enfoque puede ayudarnos a ir
mas alld de un concepto arraigado y tradicional de “alfabetizacién’, y considerar
la alfabetizacién no sélo como una préctica que depende de actores sociales, sino
también involucrar a esos actores en la definicién misma de lo que ellos conside-
ran la “prictica literaria”

Palabras claves: alfabetizacion, indigenas, colonizacién, desarrollo, quechua,
sociolingiifstica, planificacién lingiiistica, América Latina

RESUME

Depuis que 'ONU a inclus Ialphabétisation dans ses Objectifs du Millénaire
pour le Développement, I'importance de I’alphabétisation a assuré sa place dans
la conscience collective tel un marqueur central du développement. D’ailleurs, il
est tout 2 fait normal de parler d” « alphabétisation indigene ». Dans cet article
nous abordons quelques problémes se présentant au moment de définir cette
« alphabétisation indigéne » qui comporte une référence explicite 4 la région
andine ot1 'on parle quechua. Dans la premiére partie, nous discutons les termes
d’ « alphabétisation » et d’ « indigéne » afin de mieux comprendre la question
posée. Dans une deuxi¢me partie, nous prenons en considération les pratiques
littéraires & ’époque coloniale : 'on verra alors comment la technologie intro-
duite (I’écriture alphabétique européenne) et la forme dans laquelle elle a écé
présentée (le livre) ont circonscrit les pratiques littéraires précolombiennes.
Nous abordons ensuite dans une troisitme partie la fagon dont la technolo-
gie introduite par les colonisateurs continue 2 affecter les pratiques littéraires,
ce que I'on mettra en évidence a travers le débat autour de la standardisation
de P'alphabet quechua. Nous examinons finalement dans une derniére partie
une orientation « alphabétisation sociale » et illustrons la mani¢re dont un
telle approche peut nous aider & dépasser le concept traditionnel enraciné d’
« alphabétisation » et & considérer cette derniére comme une pratique sociale
dépendant des acteurs sociaux, mais les impliquant plutdt dans cette méme défi-
nition de ce qu’ils considerent comme étant une « pratique littéraire ».

Mots-clés : alphabétisation, indigenes, colonisation, développement, quechua,
sociolinguistique, planification linguistique, Amérique Latine
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Introduction

Itis true that “[t]he topic of literacy is never far from
the concerns of educationalists, politicians and the
media” (Aikman, Maddox, Rao & Robinson-Pant,
2011, p. 577). Since the UN included literacy in its
Millennium Development Goals, the importance
of literacy has secured its place in the collective
consciousness as a central marker of development.
UNESCO claims that “[l]iteracy is a fundamen-
tal human right and the foundation for lifelong
learning. It is fully essential to social and human
development in its ability to transform lives”
(UNESCO - Literacy); the assertion that literacy
is a fundamental human right sets literacy in the
context of linguistic human rights’ (see Skutnabb-
Kangas, 2000, ch. 7) and allows for meaningful
connections tobe drawn between literacy and indig-
enous rights as proposed by the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
2007. Of particular interest in the UN declara-
tion is article 13: “[i]ndigenous peoples have the
right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to
future generations their histories, languages, oral
traditions, philosophies, writing systems and litera-
tures” (2007, p. 8). Understanding article 13 raises,
amongst others, the question of what ‘their’” writ-
ing systems and ‘their’ literatures are; the question
of ‘indigenous literacy’ is therefore a current and
important one that merits discussion. As both it-
eracy’ and ‘ingeniousness’ are complex terms, each
deserves some brief consideration here in order to
better understand the ensuing discussion.

Literacy. What is understood by literacy’ has evolved
over time; literacy is often framed as an object that
a person has. Notions that “[t]he European con-
querors brought with them not only Spanish and
Portuguese but also literacy” (Hornberger, 1992,
p- 191) are pervasive, and reflect a linking of the
arrival of the European alphabetic writing tradi-
tion and the dawn of fiteracy’ in Latin America.
Literacy then is represented in the Western imag-
inary as synonymous with having an alphabetic
writing system. In light of poststructuralist think-
ing and the increasing focus on individual praxis in

the social sciences, literacy becomes not just about
‘having; but about ‘using, and as such can be con-
sidered as ‘social practice’ (Gee, 2011, p. 76ff;
Street, 2009, p. 21). A ‘social literacy’ frame-
work focuses on the fact that “literacy is always
embedded within social institutions and, as such,
is only knowable as it is defined and practiced by
social groups” (Purcell-Gates, 2007, p. 3). Such an
approach therefore affords insightful discussion of
literacies in their ethnographic settings and allows
consideration of the extent to which the practices
in which these literacies are embedded can be con-
sidered ‘indigenous.

Indigenousness. The notion of ‘indigenous literacy’
is problematic in that it relies on ‘indigenous’ as an
essentialist social category. Taking its etymologi-
cal roots, the word simply means one who is native
to a region (OED s.0. ‘indigenous’), and as such in
a Latin American context it is used to distinguish
between the ‘settlers’ and ‘natives. As a category
term often imposed on people from the outside,
however, ‘indigenous’ comes with hegemonic
expectations of social behavior, and therefore
behavior that does not fit with these expectations
is seen as transgressive (see, for example, Graham,
2002). In light of social constructionist theories in
which “identity is achieved by a subtle interweav-
ing of many different threads” (Burr, 2003, p. 106),
essentialist categories break down and as such
‘indigenousness’ can be understood as one of
these ‘threads’ available to individuals for ‘identity
work. Indigenousness then is “highly contextual”
(Canessa, 2006, p. 244) and often relies on fulfill-
ing expectations or drawing ‘in-" and ‘out-group’
boundaries through interactive positioning (De la
Cadena, 2000). In being reclaimed as an ‘in-group’
identity marker, ‘indigenous’ has gained a polit-
icized element and is often evoked or rejected for
political reasons.! ‘Indigenousness’ is constructed

1 See, for example, Evo Morales’ claim to indigenousness
(Howard, 2009, p. 1) and President Ollanta-Humala’s
recent claim that the rural Quechua-speaking commu-
nities of Peru are 70z to be called ‘indigenous’ (Cespedes

& Taj, 2013).
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by means of alignment to different cultural sym-
bols (for example language, clothing, place of birth,
occupation, beliefs, etc.) which are community-
specific (King, 2000, p. 26). Given the previous
discussion of ‘social literacy, we will see that literacy
can be considered ‘indigenous’ when the practice is
aligned with these ‘cultural symbols. ‘Indigenous
literacy’ then, is not just the ‘writing down of
indigenous languages, but how literary practice is
enacted in specific communities.

Proposal. This paper uses as a starting point the
UNESCO and UN declarations and aims to
explore the concept of ‘indigenous literacy’ in
Latin America with specific reference to the
Quechua-speaking Andean region. It ought to be
noted that the aim of this paper is not to ‘speak for’
indigenous peoples in defining ‘their’ literacy, but
rather to highlight some of the problems involved
in defining ‘indigenous literacy’ and avoid an
overly-simplistic reading of the UNESCO and
UN declarations.

The second section of this paper considers literary
practice in the colonial period: it will be seen that
both the technology introduced (the European
alphabetic script) and the form this took (the
book) circumscribed pre-Columbian literary prac-
tice. The third section is concerned with the how
the technology introduced continues to affect lit-
eracy practices in the Quechua-speaking Andean
region as will be shown through the debate sur-
rounding the standardization of the
alphabet. Finally, the fourth section considers a
‘social literacy’ orientation, illustrating how such
an approach can bring us closer to defining ‘indig-

Quechua

enous literacy practice.
Colonial Literacy

This section considers the literary technology and
form brought to Latin America as a result of the
Spanish conquest and the ideologies that came
with them. I use the term ‘technology, employed
by Sampson (1985, p. 8), to highlight the fact
that alphabetic literacy is something people use;

it is not simply the technology itself, but also
its use that will be of interest in this paper. The
distinction between ‘technology’ and ‘use’ is
comparable to a distinction to be made between
‘technology’ and ‘form’ (discussed below): I
understand ‘technology’ to be the alphabetic
writing systems themselves; I understand ‘form’
as the channel through which literary practice
takes place. In the fifteenth-century European
context, this was primarily the book (Mignolo,
1994, pp. 220ff). The distinction between
‘technology’ and ‘form’ is perhaps not entirely
satisfactory, but serves as a useful heuristic tool
in understanding ‘literacy’ in the colonial era.

Technology. “Writing’ and ‘literacy’ in a European
context are often seen as the pinnacle of linguis-
tic achievements (Joseph & Taylor, 1990, p. 5), the
end product of an evolutionary process whereby
European alphabetic systems are seen as the only
‘tru¢’ writing systems that “develop gradually
from a cruder use of mere memory aides” (Ong,
1982, p. 85). This evolutionary model of writing
imposes a structuralist divide between ‘literate’ and
‘illiterate’ or, more accurately, ‘pre-literate’ peoples.
At its most extreme, non-alphabetic writing is seen
as a barrier to higher cognitive abilities; it is held
by some that with the advent of alphabetic literacy,

no longer did the problem of memory storage
dominate man’s intellectual life; the human mind was
a process that enabled
man to stand back from his creation and examine it

freed to study static ‘text’ ...

in a more abstract, generalised, and ‘rational’ way’

(Goody, 1977, p. 37; cf. Ong, 1982, p. 24).

In the evolutionary model then, the very existence
of alphabetic literacy improves cognitive abilities.

Elizabeth Hill-Boone is among those who dismiss
the evolutionary model. Evoking Sampson’s topol-
ogy (see figure 1), she illustrates that in Western
ideologies, writing is often tantamount to making
speech visible (ie. using glottographic and, most
commonly, phonographic systems) and argues that
the inclusion of semasiographic systems, in which
writing is no way related to speech, but directly
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14
unit {e.g. word)

Figure 1 A topology of writing systems (Sampson, 1985, p. 32)

to ‘meaning; in a topology of writing allows for a
clearer understanding of pre-Columbian literary

technologies (Hill-Boone, 1996, p. 141t.).

The narrow vision of what ‘writing” was led to
the encoding of indigenous languages in Roman
script in an attempt to ‘render the spoken visi-
ble Latin was seen by those chronicling the ‘New
World languages’ as a universal linguistic system,
and as such this was taken as the grammatical basis
for the Amerindian languages (Mignolo, 1992,
p- 304). Since they were Spanish speakers, the
early scholars” attempts to represent the sounds of
the languages were governed by Spanish phono-
graphic rules (the lasting effect of which will be
discussed in the third section of this article). The
first ‘alphabetizing’ of indigenous languages, then,
can be understood as an “opression symbolique”
(Calvet, 1999, p. 233), a ‘symbolic oppression’
whereby languages are forced into the norms of
an external system and made an object which the
colonizers can ‘possess’ (Mignolo, 1992, p. 306).
From the outset, the ‘technology of literacy’ was
used in such a way that it removed language and
literacy from the indigenous peoples and reframed
them to fit with a colonial worldview.

Form. The form of the book had tremendous
symbolic importance in Europe, especially in
the context of the Spanish colonization of the

‘New World. The colonizers, being contracted
to the Catholic monarchy, were effectively work-
ing under the auspices of the Catholic Church
(Truxillo, 2001, p. 73). As such, I suggest that
their actions gained legitimization and author-
ity from the Bible, the prototypical book. The
‘book; then, is seen as an authoritative entity and
therefore the only way in which legitimate literary
practice can be enacted. This position is illustrated
in the burning of the Mesoamerican codices (reli-
gious texts) in the belief that they were dictated
by the devil (Mignolo, 1992, p. 317). Although
the ‘words’ in the books held no meaning for the

colonizers, the authority of the object which they

recognized as ‘book’ did, and as this authority
challenged the religion they had come to promul-
gate, the codices were destroyed.

The other side of this ideology of the book is
highlighted in the mythicized story of ‘Atahuallpa
and the Bible) According to the story, the Inka
Atahuallpa was handed a Bible by the Spanish
Friar Vicente, but the Inka’s inability to under-
stand the authority of the Bible led him to dismiss
it and throw it down, which was understood by
the colonizers as the Inka’s dismissal of Catholic
doctrine (for a full account, see Guaman-Poma
de Ayala, 1613, pp. 109-110). Given that before he
was passed the book, Atahuallpa and Friar Vicente
had been speaking through a translator, the Friar
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cannot have expected Atahuallpa to understand
the language inside; he must have expected the
Inka to recognize the authority that comes from
the very fact of the object’s being a book. The
colonial idea of literacy-as-book meant that ‘non-
book’ literacy practices were not acknowledged as
such, a kind of violence by omission.

Perhaps the most striking example of this omission
is that of the Quechua khipu from colonial con-
ceptions of literacy. The kbipu are knotted-cord
systems that “abstract information through color,
texture, form and size (of the knots and the cords),
and relative placement, but they do not picture
things or ideas” (Hill-Boone, 1996, pp. 21-22).
The khipu, therefore, is a semasiographic sys-
tem (see above). In light of the ideology of the
book, it was believed that the khipu was merely a
tool for encoding statistical data based on math-
ematical logarithms (Locke, 1912). Whilst this
assertion attests to the ‘technology’ of the kbipu,
the form it takes seems to preclude its being con-
sidered as ‘literacy’ (Mignolo, 1994, p. 237).
Modern-day scholars argue that it is most likely
that the £bipu knots did not just encode statisti-
cal data but served a mnemonic function whereby
those who knew how to ‘read’ the knots, the £bipu
kamayuq, would use them as a basis for elaborat-
ing a range of literary functions (Salomon, 2004,
pp- 6-7). Early indigenous literary practice, then,
was omitted from the European paradigm imposed
at the point of colonization as it was contrary to
European literary ideologies.

Indigenismo.  In the early twentieth century,
‘indigenous’ became a marker of in-group iden-
tity with the rise of indigenismo, a literary-cultural
movement especially prevalent in Peru. It could
be assumed that in identifying ‘indigenous literary
practice’ we could look towards the indigenismo
movement; indeed, the movement “eulogized
the Indian heritage and cultivated the Andean
languages through written literature” (Howard,
2010, p. 130). However, by drawing on the idea
of a golden-age, Inka-inspired identity, the indige-
nistasinadvertently propagated a Spanish-imposed

worldview in a number of ways. First, given the
belief that without books there is no history
(Mignolo, 1992, p. 323), the ‘history’ on which
indigenistas based their authority presumably
came from Spanish-authored historical accounts;
secondly, despite using an ‘indigenous’ iden-
tity to authenticate their literary productions, in
locating this indigenous identity in a mythicized,
pre-Hispanic past the indigenistas tacitly under-
mined the authenticity they set out to establish
given that pre-Hispanic society, at least in a colo-
nial world-view, was de facto pre-literate; finally,
given that the fundamental beliefs of indigenismo
came from the “non-indigenous intelligentsia”
(Howard, 2010, p. 130), they would have been
detached from indigenous reality. As indigenismo
was propagated by the intelligentsia, it would have
carried symbolic capital, and as such their ideas
have entered into the national social imaginary.
Despite their ubiquity, the literary productions
of indigenistas then are products of mestizo, elite
social practice, and I therefore argue that we must
be cautious in identifying them as ‘indigenous’

Standardization of Quechua

In light of the previous discussion of the symbolic
violence inherent in the writing of indigenous lan-
guages, it is of interest to consider how bilingual
education projects have positioned themselves
with regard to orthographic standardization and
the effect this has had on ‘indigenous literacies’
(Hornberger, 1992, p. 198). Given that any language
planning activities which start with a primarily oral
language will require its adaptation to written form
(Howard, 2007, p. 303) and that the search for an
adequate alphabet is tantamount to a search for
standardization (Coronel-Molina, 1997, p. 12),
the alphabet adopted by the EIB (educacién inter-
cultural, bi-lingiie —or intercultural, bilingual
education—) program is therefore of consequence.

The EIB program is operational throughout the
Quechua-speaking Andean region and aims to
educate the Quechua-speaking communities

to read and write both Spanish and Quechua.
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The standard orthography adopted by PROEIB
Andes, the university responsible for coordinat-
ing EIB, is not accepted by everyone concerned
with language planning. An especially conten-
tious issue is the number of vowels used to write
Quechua. PROEIB Andes, and most professional
linguists, support a three-vowel system, whereas
the Academia Mayor de la Lengua Quechua
(Academy of the Quechua Language and here-
after the Academia) and the Summer Institute
of Linguistics (SIL) support a pentavocalic sys-
tem. Given that “[e]ach group has its own agenda
and its own ideologies which influence the differ-
ing approaches” (Coronel-Molina, 1997, p. 7), it
is worthwhile to consider them briefly to reveal
how these various actors position themselves in
relation to the question of ‘indigenous literacies.

In very straightforward terms, the Academia argue
that they, as “language aficionados” (Coronel-
Molina, 2008, p. 324), have always written
Quechua with five vowels and so it should remain
that way; meanwhile, the SIL claim that speakers
‘on the ground’ write using five vowels and there-
fore this should be accepted as standard. On the
other hand, linguists use formal reasoning to show
that Quechua has only three underlying vowels,
arguing that only these should be used in the stan-
dard orthography. On the surface, then, it may
seem that the SIL and the Academia favor the
‘indigenous’ in indigenous literary practice; how-
ever, I argue that closer analysis shows that this is
not necessarily the case.

Underlining the three/five-vowel debate is the
notion of authenticity (Hornberger & King,
1998), more specifically where the authentic-
ity of the ‘correct language’ is located in each of
the discourses presented. The Academia’s cultural
framework is elaborated from the tradition of
indigenismo, and as such they use Cusco, the Inka,
and an imagined indigenousness to underline their
authority. To use James Costa’s terms, for minor-
ity languages history becomes a “charter myth”
(2010, p. 1), a source of language legitimization.
The Academia’s Cusco-centric ideology can be

seen as part of a wider sociopolitical goal of estab-
lishing a pan-Andean nation (Coronel-Molina
2008, p. 324), more specifically the re-establish-
ing of a unified Tawantinsuyn (Inka empire). In
light of their sociopolitical aims, I suggest that
the Academia’s actions are in line with Benedict
Anderson’s notion of the imagined community
(1991) whereby language becomes the central
tenet of identification. However, the Academia, in
referring to rural Quiechua—speaking people, but
not to themselves, as ‘indigenous’ (Hornberger,
1995, p. 194), draw a boundary which results in
their imagined linguistic community being sepa-
rate from an indigenous reality and, as such, the
literary practice they promote is ring-fenced as
the preserve of a non-indigenous elite.

The SIL, on the other hand, emphasizes the
importance of “community-based workshops and
mentorships” in developing alphabetic norms
(SIL - Multilingual Education, p. 9) and claims
that it is easier for speakers to understand a five-
vowel system. What the SIL does not take into
account is that most speakers have learned to read
and write in Spanish (which has five canonical
vowels) before they do so in Qllechua, explain-
ing why it is easier for them to use five vowels
(Howard, 2004, p. 101). The SIL’s position can
be understood to be symbolically continuing
colonial practice inasmuch as indigenous liter-
acy is arrived at only through explicit reliance
on Spanish conventions. It is interesting to note
that some speakers claim a five-vowel system not
because it is easier, but because that is what they
read in the Bible and “since the Bible [is] liter-
ally the word of God, it contain[s] the ‘correct’
way of writing th:chua, in contrast with other
texts that [use] other Quechua orthographic
norms” (De la Piedra, 2010, p. 108). This not
only demonstrates how the authority of the book
has entered into Andean cultural consciousness,
but could also suggest another reason that the
SIL (who are, first and foremost, a proselytizing
organization) support a five-vowel system so as
not to undermine the authority of the “Word of
God’ which they set out to promote.
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Contrary to the Academia and the SIL, the
Quechua linguists’ position is explicitly academic.
They promote a tabula rasa argument taking
Quechua away from Spanish phonographic rules
and elaborating phonographic rules based on the
internal structure of Quechua. They posit three
underlying phonemes with allophones existing in
complementary distribution (see Table 1). This
approach can be understood in terms of decoloni-
zation in which Quechua is distanced as much as
possible from the influence of Spanish. Although
the ‘technology’ involved remains the same, the
way it is used is specific to the communities using
it. The focus placed on the socio-cultural element
of education in the EIB program (sece PROEIB
-Estructura y organizacion curricular)) means that
literacy is embedded in an indigenous social context
and, as such, a person can have literacy competence
whilst maintaining their indigenousness in a way
that they cannot if literacy is always seen as the pre-

serve of the other (De la Cadena, 2000, p. 6).

Despitesome cases in which ‘standardized Quechua’
is seen as over-homogencous and not reflective of
the full gamut of %echua varieties (see, for exam-
ple, Howard, 2010; 2007, p. 333), it is widely
recognized as the accepted written form of the lan-
guage (presumably given the wide reach of EIB
projects). That is not to say, however, that its teach-
ing is not met with some suspicion or reticence. A
general concern raised about EIB is that Quechua
is taught to pupils to maintain social categories
and disfavor social mobility (Garcia, 2003, p. 71),
ie. to impose indigenousness on them from the
outside. This belief can be seen in light of Nancy

Hornberger’s observation that often “the school,
though physically located within the community,
is not a part of the community” (1987, p. 221).
I argue that whilst the ‘technology’ of literacy may
have been accepted as compatible with indige-
nousness, the way it is presented in school is still
often seen as other. I suggest then that we can only
meaningfully begin to talk about indigenous liter-
acy when its form, the social practice in which it is
embedded, also emerges from an indigenous reality.

‘Social literacies’

In considering the way in which literary form
can be indigenous, I explore two examples of
located practice concerned with letter writing in
the Andes. Letter writing forms an interesting
topic of discussion for two reasons: first, due to
changing economic situations and children moving
into the city to work, letter writing has become a
part of social practice in many indigenous com-
munities and is therefore a new practice used in
response to a specific societal need (Lund, 1997,
p- 186; Zavala, 2008, p. 885). Secondly, the fact
that letter writing also exists in a European context
emphasizes the importance of adopting a critical,
‘social literacies’ framework (Purcell-Gates, 2008;
Street, 2009); as we shall see, what we understand
as letter writing is not universal, but rather depen-
dent on a specific social context.

The first example is interesting in that its focus is
on ‘non-literate’ people. Although this seems par-
adoxical, the letter senders dictate their letters to
scribes who write down what has been said before

Table 1 Showing simplified transformation rules for Quechua vowels preceding occlusive uvular consonants

(Based on Howard, 2007, p. 323)

<i> <u>

<q>

1. /i/ =>[e] | __ C[+occlusive, +uvular] 3. Ju/ = [0] / __ ([+occlusive, +uvular]

5./a/ => [a]/__ C[+occlusive, Tuvular]

2. i/ = [i] / __ C[+occlusive, -uvular]

4. Ju/ = [u] / __ C[+occlusive, -uvular]

*

[q]. [q"] or [q].

Rule 1 reads (for example): underlying /i/ is realized as surface [¢] when it precedes an uvular, occlusive consonant, i.c.
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sending the letter to their relatives who work in
the city. The relatives who receive the letters are
often themselves also non-literate and so rely
on the person delivering the letter to tell them
the message. In this instance, the person deliver-
ing the message does not simply read the contents
of the letter to the addressee, but instead uses the
letter as a starting point from which they elabo-
rate the message as based on the conversation that
took place during the composition of the letter
(Lund, 1997, p. 192). If being literate is equated
with the reading and writing of alphabetic script,
the sender and receiver in this case are both
non literate; however, what this example shows is
that literacy in this instance is not a solitary prac-
tice, but one that functions at a community level.
The senders, scribes, messengers, and receivers are
all part of the literary practice of letter writing and
reading. It is perhaps not too implausible to con-
sider this literary practice by analogy with kbipu
literacy. In this vision, the scribes and messengers
are analogous to the khipu kamayuq inasmuch as
they are gate-keepers to the meaning contained
in the letters; the letter-as-object becomes anal-
ogous to the khipu itself, serving as a mnemonic
device, encouraging the messengers to elaborate
on the encoded words, and also acting as a means
of “authenticating the oral message” (Lund, 1997,
p- 192). Although the specificity of letters means
that the encoder and the decoder are separated in
time and space, I believe that this analogy holds
and lends support to the case for adopting a ‘social
literacies’ framework as it opens up the possibil-
ities of understanding literacy practices in their
broadest sense, a case which is further supported
in the second example we will consider.

Perhaps the most striking feature of the prac-
tice outlined by Virginia Zavala (2008) is the way
in which the written word is used to create emer-
gent meaning, a process more readily associated
with oral discourse than with text-based literacy
(Bauman, 1984, p. 11). Zavala focuses on the send-
ing of encomiendas (small consignments), the
need for which comes from the same social con-
text as letter sending. Whereas a letter is used to

communicate information between the sender
and the receiver, the encomienda, in addition to a
letter, usually contains food, textiles, money, etc.
and can therefore be seen as an example of both a
material and information exchange. Unlike a letter,
the information exchange in the case of the enco-
mienda is directly linked to the material exchange
inasmuch as each material element is bound up
with its corresponding written accompaniment
(Zavala, 2008, p. 886). Zavala highlights that as the
encomienda is an important social activity, it is put
together over the period of a couple of months to
show that the sender is thinking about the receiver
the whole time (2008, p. 886). Given the relation-
ship between the written and the material, the
writing is synchronous with this process of putting
the package together, the implication of which,
when the encomienda is received, is that meaning
is created through the interaction of the material
object and the accompanying written text. Zavala
offers a concrete example in which a mother writes
to one of her daughters that she is to call her other
daughter so that the sisters can share the potato she
has sent (2008, p. 887). This example highlights
the active and emergent quality of the meaning
whereby the emergent, true meaning of the mes-
sage is constructed through the physical meeting of
the two people and their ensuing social interaction.
There is a blurring between practice and event in
the same way that in oral storytelling there is often
“ablurring of the boundaries between the story tell-
ing and the story told” (Howard-Malverde, 1989,
cited in Howard-Malverde, 1990, p. 4).

It would be overly simplistic to claim that these
examples of letter writing show a return to pre-
Columbian literacy; indeed, it is likely that such
‘new practices’” have only come to light given our
wider understanding of literacy and not because
they are completely new. What can be said is that
literacy practice is being used by indigenous people
for their own ends and in their own distinct ways.

Although these practices still rely on European
alphabetic literacy, the degree to which it is hybrid-
ized with non-European literary form sees the
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symbolic power of European alphabetic liter-
acy challenged. Perhaps like the Mayan Chilam
Balam,? in a (post-) colonial context, cultural
hybridization may be a useful tool indigenous
peoples can use to resist dominant socio-cultural
powers (Howard-Malverde, 1997, p. 15); that is
to say that by using the technology of alphabetic
writing in their own way and applying it to dis-
tinct forms, the power afforded by literacy can
truly be put into the hands of indigenous people.
What is clear from this hybridization is the need
to move beyond entrenched-traditional concepts
of literacy and look not only at literacy as a social
practice as it enacted by social actors, but also to
involve those actors in the definition of what they
consider to be literacy practice. Therefore, any
implementation of the UN and UNESCO decla-
rations needs to avoid overly simplistic notions of
literacy and empower indigenous peoples in deci-
sion-making processes.

Conclusion

This paper has shown that the notion of indig-
enous literacy is not tantamount to the writing
down of indigenous languages, but involves a con-
sideration of social practice and the extent towhich
this practice is embedded in indigenous realities.
It has been shown that the colonial ideologies of
literacy, both in terms of technology and form, led
to the imposition of a European framework which
sidelined indigenous actors. These ideologies
influenced what was recognized and accepted as
literacy during the colonial era and continued to
affect literary practice into the twentieth century.
The debate surrounding Quechua standardization
was explored to illustrate that the decolonizing of
the European alphabetic technology is a difficult

2 The Mayan Chilam Balam books are known for
integrating European alphabetic literacy into their pre-
Columbian forms (see King, 1994, pp. 48-49). Further
study could consider the extent to which the existing glot-
tographic writing technology and the book-like codex
form facilitated this hybridization in the Maya context.

process and does not ensure that literacy is placed
in the hands of indigenous communities if it is still
circumscribed by imposed forms. Finally, in con-
sidering examples of letter writing in indigenous
communities, it has been shown that in order to
understand and implement the UNESCO and
UN declarations from which we began, we need
to take a broad, socially constructed view of liter-
acy as a practice and, ultimately, in order to define
indigenous literacy, we must shake off our precon-
ceived ideas and listen to the voices of those who
take part in these practices.
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