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Ever since a shift towards critical literacy emerged in school English curricula in the 1980s, there has been a strong dissenting voice in Australia and overseas accusing critical literacy of crimes both political and pedagogical. In 2005 The Australian newspaper renewed this attack through a series of declamatory articles. These articles are themselves ideologically laden texts that would benefit greatly from the self-reflexivity of a critical literacy approach. Through a discursive analysis of these texts, conservative, Eurocentric and nationalistic ideologies and consequences may be identified within the arguments of these ostensibly neutral and objective voices of “commonsense”.

The latest round in the ongoing debate about critical literacy in schools was sparked by Sawyer (2004) in an editorial in this journal, where he lamented the re-election of the Howard government in 2004 given its record, he alleged, of deception, lies and unethical tactics. He read the result as indicating a dearth of critical skills in the electorate and suggested English teachers bore some of the responsibility:

What does it mean for [English teachers] and our ability to create a questioning, critical, ethical citizenry that that kind of deception is rewarded … that that kind of language gets itself re-elected? (Sawyer 2004, p. 3)

Sawyer therefore connected the teaching of critical literacy with the promotion of a healthy democracy.
 Sawyer also linked English teaching’s relatively recent adoption of critical literacy with its longer term “commitment to humane values and a sense of the ethical”. He asked, “Has English failed not only to create critical generations, but also failed to create human ones?” (Sawyer 2004, p. 3). Drawing on this legacy, Sawyer used the term “critical-ethical” (2004, p. 3) to point a way forward for the work of critical literacy in a politically, commercially and even democratically unethical climate.

Soon after the publication of the editorial, writers in The Australian reported it somewhat sensationally as evidence that teachers were “peddling political views” in the classroom (Harris & Maiden 2005, p. 1) and using critical literacy to turn students into “politically correct new age warriors” (Donnelly 2005a, p. 13). They called for a return to the teaching of “basic skills” and the literary canon. This campaign was re-launched a few months later in July when Slattery published three separate attacks in a single edition of The Weekend Australian criticising the “infiltrat[ion]” (Slattery 2005c, p. 31) of postmodern theory into classrooms. This was followed over the next week by another three articles, two editorials, two more opinion pieces (one each from Slattery and Donnelly), a book review and even a cartoon by Bill Leak. Over the period nine contributors to The Australian (including the editor) put their names to fourteen different pieces, all berating critical literacy in schools. Not one article was published in support of critical literacy with the exception of a few short letters to the editor.

Sawyer accurately foresaw in his editorial that “the overtly critical-ethical from teachers will be called ‘ideological’, while the overtly political from the media barons, the corporates and the Liberals is ‘neutral’” (2004, p. 4). Indeed Donnelly and Slattery somewhat naively present their preference for traditional literacy education as politically benign “commonsense” (Slattery 2005d) in contrast to the “left-wing, politically correct” (Donnelly 2005b, p. 13) radicalism of critical literacy. Arguments of the pattern “We are neutral; they are political” are identified by Cope and Kalantzis as one of a list of three key “tricks” used in such expressions of classical educational revivalism (1992, p. 104). The “neutral” cases presented in The Australian may in fact be read as strongly ideological, as discussed below.

The numerous criticisms of critical literacy which appeared across the articles in The Australian were nearly all variations on three main themes. Firstly, critical literacy was charged with indoctrinating children according to the political agenda of the cultural Left: “critical theory … embrace[s] a left-wing, politically correct view on social and political issues, especially those related to sex, ethnicity and class” (Donnelly 2005b, p. 13). Secondly, the claim was made that the teaching of critical literacy denies students the traditionally-held “emotional and psychological … aesthetic and moral” benefits of reading (Donnelly 2005b, p. 13), leaving schools in dereliction of their duty to “foster the love of reading” (The Australian 2005a, p. 6). The third accusation levelled at critical literacy was that it is responsible for a perceived decline in basic literacy standards (Donnelly 2005a) and a “dumbing-down” of the curriculum (Slattery 2005a, p. 10; The Australian 2005a). 

There is a very strong case to be made in defence of critical literacy on all three counts (eg Christie et al. 1991; Unsworth 1992; Walton 1996). Whilst this article by no means attempts an exhaustive defence, it does seek to unpack the ideological nature and consequences of these arguments, which is one particular front of the broader counter-attack to be mounted on behalf of critical literacy. Critical theory teaches that “what we assume to be background knowledge or common sense in fact are always ideological representations” (Pennycook 2001, p. 81). On this basis, it is important that the presentation of classical revivalist arguments as representing neutrality and commonsense be unpacked to expose the ideological roots and potential political consequences of such positions. 

A critical reading of the articles in question may identify two main reasons why the writers in The Australian sought to denigrate critical literacy, a tool which elsewhere has been heralded as an “instrument of social power” that can “enhance students’ ‘powerful’ participation in social practices” (Christie et al. 1991, pp. 2 & 30) and “harness reading and writing to the exercise of sociological imagination” (Lankshear 1989, p. 167). The first reason may be that critical literacy challenges these writers’ ideology and the second may be simply that they have a poor understanding of it.

Arguably the main reason the writers in The Australian seek to attack critical literacy is ideological, even though they present their cases as ideologically neutral. Cope and Kalantzis describe the position of such classical educational revivalists as “feigned political agnosticism” (1992, p. 110), emphasising the significant political stake behind the neutral façade. Lankshear and Lawler point out that restriction of literacy pedagogy to minimal or passive versions of functional literacy, such as is proposed by the writers in The Australian when they call for a return to basic skills, can be a “potent ideological mechanism”, used in particular to perpetuate the status quo (1989, p. 64). Also, advocacy of the reinstatement of the canon in schools has ideological consequences, despite its proponents’ claim to neutrality, given its determination of whose voices are heard or silenced in the curriculum (Walton 1996). The three main ideologies to be found couched within these “neutral” positions are conservativism, Eurocentrism and nationalism, as will be discussed. 

There is strong evidence to suggest that another reason writers like Donnelly and Slattery may find critical literacy and the philosophy behind it so threatening is that they do not understand it very well. One way they seem to commonly indicate this themselves is through a tactic of trying to ridicule postmodernism as nonsense by simply quoting passages of jargonistic postmodern literary criticism within sarcastic quotation marks. An example is Donnelly’s quoting of a passage by prominent teacher-educator Wayne Martino in which Martino argues for the conceptualisation of the classroom as a socio-political site where alternative readings to oppressive gender hierarchies may be made available to students (Donnelly 2005a). The quote is presented without debate, Donnelly implying that its absurdity speaks for itself. Donnelly makes no attempt to engage with Martino’s arguably sophisticated and ethically important idea at any level other than mockery; he derisively dismisses the excerpt as “edubabble” (2005a, p. 13). A similar strategy is used by Slattery (2005b). Excerpts from postmodern analyses of a selection of children’s books appear, without comment, alongside pictures of the front covers of those books. The vitriolic responses from readers in the “Letters” section the next day indicate exactly the kind of reactions this strategy is designed to evoke. One letter maligns critical literacy as a “farrago” of questionable integrity that “attacks literature … deni[es] objective truth [and] indoctrinat[es] students”. Another letter berates it as “pretentious” and “ridiculous scrutiny” which is causing the “suffering” of students (The Australian 2005b, p. 6). The strategy is employed again in an article by another journalist where an excerpt from a teachers’ professional development seminar appears, without direct discussion, under the cynical heading “please explain” (Hart 2005, p. 7). These writers offer no more than a one-dimensional, selective ridiculing of their targets, indicating a limited grasp of the theoretical modes of critical literacy. This perhaps explains, in part, their resistance to it. 

Another strong reason to suspect that the writers in The Australian do not really understand the theory they criticise so biliously is the significant extent to which their own arguments suffer from a lack of critical rigour. For example, whereas The Australian was happy to call teachers to task on their duty to teach in an “impartial” manner (Harris & Maiden 2005, p. 1), it would appear it did not meet its own journalistic responsibilities of impartiality in presenting this very issue; as mentioned above, all fourteen of the items on the topic published in the newspaper were of the one persuasion. 

Recognising such an inconsistency, and its significant political consequences, is an example of precisely the kind of skill that critical literacy offers. On closer inspection, the cited articles from The Australian contain many examples of exactly the kinds of uncritical assertions which, according to the rigour of critical literacy, demand further interrogation. 

Of these, the propositions most requiring deconstruction are a time-honoured duopoly of English teaching fundamentals which appear at the very heart of all of the relevant texts in The Australian. These two brass tacks are found in various forms throughout the texts, but they are presented most succinctly in Donnelly’s assertion that English teachers (instead of “indoctrinat[ing]” students) should be:

“concerned with teaching students to read and write and to value good literature” (2005a, p. 13). 

Such an eminently sensible-sounding statement appears at first glance to be difficult to contest; its seemingly benign and reasonable tone, however, belies significant cultural and ideological assumptions and implications. “[T]eaching students to read and write” and reading and writing themselves on the one hand, and the determination of what constitutes “good literature” and how to “value” it on the other, are presented as ideologically neutral, commonsense based activities. Both of the assertions in Donnelly’s statement above are unproblematically presented as universally fundamental to any human’s education. The assertions are able to be made in this text without justification or explanation (in other words, they are rhetorically self-sufficient) because each draws on two very well established (and arguably conservative) discourses, namely those of literacy and literacy pedagogy as “autonomous” (Lankshear & Lawler 1989), and of the canon as “core” (Cope & Kalantzis 1992).

Firstly, in presenting “teaching students to read and write” as a politically neutral activity, Donnelly draws on the discourse of literacy and literacy pedagogy as “autonomous” (Lankshear & Lawler 1989). In so doing, Donnelly ignores the now well established idea that the teaching of reading and writing and the practices of reading and writing themselves are inevitably ideological at some level, and have significant political implications (Ivanic 1990; Lankshear & Lawler 1989; Luke 1991, 1992). Ivanic, for example, makes a case for how the uncritical teaching of language appropriacy can “entrench prejudices” (1990, p. 126) and Luke argues that a “skills” approach to literacy can “generat[e] failure” among minority and working class students (1991, p. 13). Lankshear and Lawler identify the common discourse of literacy as autonomous as employing and perpetuating three misconceptions about literacy: that it is “unitary”, “neutral” and an “independent variable” (1989, p. 39). Literacy is seen as “unitary” in the sense that it is taken to mean the same thing for everyone regardless of culture, race, class, gender or other social determinants. It is regarded as a “neutral” process or tool in that it is independent of social context, does not itself define, limit or influence the use made of it and it does not serve political interests. Literacy is also presented as an “independent variable” meaning that the skills of reading and writing themselves automatically bring about a number of desirable outcomes, namely cognitive, economic-developmental and social benefits (Lankshear & Lawler 1989, pp. 39 – 43). Lankshear and Lawler’s critique ruptures the discourse of literacy as “autonomous” in favour of a conception of literacy as “ideological” in so far as it is “an integral aspect … of social practice … simultaneously reflecting and promoting certain beliefs, values and processes” (1989, p. 44). In advocating a non-critical “basic skills” approach to literacy, the writers in The Australian draw on the discourse of literacy as “autonomous” and thereby fail to acknowledge the inevitable ideological assumptions behind, and consequences of, their model.

Donnelly’s quote may also be seen to employ a second neutralising discourse. The unproblematically presented notion of “valu[ing] good literature” draws on the discourse of the canon as part of a neutral “core” of education (Cope & Kalantzis 1992). Embedded in this rhetorically tight, albeit circular, phrase (anything which is “good” should, by definition, be “value[d]”) are two ideologically and culturally laden assumptions, rendered, by their lack of further explanation, as matters of objective commonsense. One assumption is about what constitutes “good literature” and the other is about how such literature should be “value[d]”. “Good literature”, firstly, refers to a classical canon. In his second opinion piece, Donnelly suggests (without providing any justification) that the appropriate secondary school texts may range “from Greek tragedy to Shakespeare, from Jane Austen to David Malouf
” (2005b, p. 13). He goes on to say that “good English teaching” might include reading of “Blake … Swift, Dickens and Orwell
” (2005b, p. 13). One of the editorials defines the canon as “stretching from Sophocles to Shakespeare and on to Steinbeck” (The Weekend Australian 2005c, p. 18). Canonical lists are commonly the cornerstones of a “cultural heritage” (that is, conservative) curriculum agenda (Walton 1996, p. 72). Whilst there is undoubtedly a sound case to be made for the inclusion of texts by such authors, the presentation of these (or indeed any) choices as neutral and uncomplicated, is either naïve or deceptive. Either way the impartial self-representation functions rhetorically in the various texts of the writers in The Australian to mask ideology within their cases. 

The way Donnelly asks that the canon be “value[d]” also has political consequences. He suggests politically neutral readings and teachings of these texts, privileging what he describes as their “profound and lasting” insights into “the human condition” (Donnelly 2005b, p. 13). He is asking, therefore, for an ahistorical and acontextual reading and teaching of the texts. Questioning whose version of the human condition is presented, what alternative versions are possible and what the consequences of the privileging of these versions might be are explicitly excluded from Donnelly’s clearly conservative vision. This brings up a fundamental contradiction in such arguments:

The classical revivalists in fact advocate a radical intellectual closure, a closure which is not even representative of the historical characteristics of the Canon itself… What were Shakespeare, Socrates, the eighteenth century philosophers of liberalism, if they were not disruptive? (Cope & Kalantzis 1992, p. 94-5)

The presentation of the canon as an objective list of “good literature” (Donnelly 2005a) and of ahistorical readings of it as neutral, may be seen as opportunistic; if incorporated into the curriculum these ideas may have the effect of promoting conservative, Eurocentric and nationalistic agendas. Donnelly criticises Sawyer’s editorial for its overt ideology (2005a), but it is precisely this transparency that is lacking in Donnelly’s writing.

The first of the editorials in The Australian is perhaps most blatant of all in expressing this ideological triumvirate:

the emphasis should be on introducing students to an imaginative inheritance that is one of the jewels of Western civilisation and is revealed through the works of Shakespeare, Dickens and the other masterpieces of our canon (The Australian 2005a).

The suggestion by an editor of The Australian that Shakespeare and Dickens are somehow “our[s]” underlines the Eurocentrism at the heart of this argument. It is fair to say that these writers are significant in the British culture, which is in turn the most important influence on modern Australian culture, and it would be difficult to deny that they do have a place in an Australian curriculum. To proclaim them “our[s]”, however, and to promote their use in preference to or even to the exclusion of postcolonial alternatives highlights the Eurocentrism and arguably even racism behind this position. How can the moral imperative (“should”) rest with only one cultural “inheritance”, albeit the dominant one, in a society forged by people from many nations? As Walton so neatly puts it, classical revivalists “still conflate the subject English with the language and texts of the colonial heritage, when the latter has become much more diverse in postcolonial times and places” (1996, p. 72). Surely the cultural heritage of contemporary, multicultural, post stolen generation Australia is far wider than Shakespeare and Dickens. Such arguments have long been used in particular to exclude Indigenous Australian texts and voices, and consequently Indigenous versions of Australian history. This is an important example of a (conservative) political implication of such a stance. 

The sweeping evaluation by the editorial of canonical texts as “jewels” and “masterpieces” in the quote above operates to mask the ideological and culturally exclusive nature of the choices. This language, furthermore, may be read to suggest that the texts should be taught purely for their intrinsic, “universal” worth, that is read ahistorically, thereby undermining the potential for the kind of disruptive readings made available through a critical literacy approach. The presentation of the texts as a finite, broadly accepted list masks the subjective selection process involved in the canon’s formulation. The history of English curricula suggests that the notion of a permanent English canon having been taught across generations is dubious. Over the last few centuries many books have come in and out of favour, according to the political mood of the time. For example Shakespeare, the very centrepiece of the canon, has spent considerable periods of time out of favour, and has even, at times, been heavily censored by curriculum writers. The notion of the canon is in fact a modern invention, tied to the modern cultural function of defining the nation (Cope & Kalantzis 1992, p. 97). Advocacy of the canon in the curriculum may therefore be seen to be tied quite directly to a nationalistic ideology. The first editorial reveals its nationalistic motivation most clearly in its final line, playing on the present national fear of terrorism:

with the values and traditions of the open society under attack from without, is [critical literacy] how we create a generation with the intellectual resources to defend them? (The Australian 2005a, p. 6)

The formulation of the canon, or indeed any other reading list, is necessarily an ideological act; when it defines a school curriculum, it is a very powerful act indeed. Cope and Kalantzis accuse the classical revivalists of ironically enforcing their own version of “Political Correctness” (1992, p. 114) given the “politicised selectivity” (1992, p. 112) of their proposed canon. It is essential, therefore, that the selection criteria be deconstructed and their ideological nature problematised.

A curious aspect of the arguments of the classical revivalists is the epistemology in which they are grounded. Slattery in particular repeats regularly and with sensationalist horror that through the influence of postmodern philosophy, critical literacy pushes “culturally relativist theory, which teaches that there is no such thing as objective truth” (2005, p. 1). Donnelly states unhesitatingly that education can and should be “based on the disinterested pursuit of the truth” (2005a, p. 13). Their alarm at the idea of exploring and questioning the nature of “truth” with students indicates that an aspect of the agenda of these writers is a rather odd epistemological one, that of radical positivism. This is one of the few epistemologies still maintaining that there can be unmediated truth, which in the present era has a very small intellectual following. Importantly, this anachronistic epistemology may be seen to be allied closely to a conservative ideology (Cope & Kalantzis 1992, p. 102).

These writers, of course, have a right to express conservativism, Eurocentrism or nationalism; the exposing of such ideologies is important, however, because the writers present their own cases as neutral, and at the same time sensationalise the political nature of critical literacy. The rhetoric of The Australian gives the unfortunate impression that critical literacy and more traditional literacy practices are somehow mutually exclusive. In practice, of course, English teachers are using a broad range of interpretations and applications of critical literacy in tandem with more traditional literacy pedagogies. The irony of large parts of the texts in The Australian, particularly where they attack Sawyer, is that at some level they are themselves examples of critical readings. Did Donnelly stop to think that what he was really doing was deconstructing the political biases and privileged agency of the pedagogue? Because he and others did not (and perhaps cannot) engage in such theorising, they also failed to recognise the political and ideological implications of the educational devolution they proposed. Given such a poor standard of critical rigour, one might think that these articles serve as very good cases for critical literacy in education, in spite of their absolutist campaign against it. 

Footnotes


 The role of critical literacy education in the promotion of a healthy democracy is a point reiterated by Sommer in his defence of Sawyer (Sommer 2005).
2 Curiously, a very similar campaign was led by The Australian newspaper some eleven year earlier in 1994, taking particular aim at the related field of cultural studies (Walton 1996: 71).
3 Although I suspect Donnelly may have been pleased with his inclusion of a contemporary name at the end of this list, I wonder whether he realised that much of Malouf’s work draws on ideas from postmodern philosophy.

4 I would like to suppose, given the themes of their writing, that Dickens would keenly support a pedagogy of reading for social justice, and that Orwell would be glad to see the political nature of language being unmasked and unpacked in the classroom.
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