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Too Gee, or Not Too Gee: That is the Question..........
I've rethought my stance on Mr. Gee.   Gee's thoughts about literacy and the nature of illiteracy, presented in "What is Literacy?," help further the work of Merriam-Webster and, much like Bill Clinton trying to define what 'is' is, are entering a tricky area of nomenclature.  We must give Gee his due, he sets parameters for what discourses are, things similar to 'culture'; he appropriately establishes the individual of secondary importance, as "historically and socially defined discourses speak to each other through individuals."(Gee)   Gee establishes first and second discourses, dominant and non-dominant discourses, and then proceeds to define literacy as one's controlled, mastered use of a second discourse, most often through the written texts of the second discourse.  Gee is correct and establishes useful terminology in his defining and delineating, offers useful ways to discuss the subject and he opens a great discussion about the levels of literacy; however, he is wrong when it comes to the structure and essence of the discourses, especially in regards to non-dominant, and may pidgin-hole (ouch!) his definition in too narrow a scope and function. Gee’s concepts about the different levels of literacy and illiteracy are apt, but he  fails to comprehend fully the nature, use and motives of secondary discourses by certain groups. 

Discourses, defined by Gee, are an acquired set of values, stances, languages, and beliefs that define us.  His primary discourse, the basic, fundamental one, is acquired from the family.  We are encultured from birth through our family's values.     It is not until we are ushered into the outside world that any notion of a second discourse enters the conversation. A second discourse is imposed on us by a group or institution outside of and usually larger than the family.   The beliefs of one's family may not be shared with other families in the neighborhood, town, nor any other social group spreading outward. This is where secondary discourses can come into disagreement.    We can examine Archie Bunker in regards to these discourses.  He is an ignorant, pig-headed 'ist' (racist, sexist, classist) and we can assume that is how he was raised.  His primary discourse, the 'ist', is in conflict with the ascending discourse of 'dominance' in the 1970's, that changing ideology of open-mindedness and equal rights for all. His clashes with meat-heads, dingbats and minorities that have no potential to end well are the conflicts of different discourses. 

Gee is also incorrect in his notion of dominant and non-dominant secondary discourses.  The notion of non-dominant discourse is contradictory.   Gee's dominant discourse brings status, goods and power to its wielder, whereas the non-dominant does not.  No discourse could fail to bring status or power to its user, at least in some way.  Since every discourse helps us fit in within a niche, our immersion further into it will bring status and power;  however, while advancing one's place in the smaller group, that new found status may not translate to a larger facet of a 'social contract' or society.     Anyone who spends excessive time and money playing on-line fantasy video games will not further their status  in the world of work or education (or Gee's undefined dominant discourse)  , but they will gain status in their chosen second discourse. Gee is probably well known in some circles of academia, but when he stops in a Dunkin Donuts he is still paying $2.59 for his coffee.  A non-dominant discourse should be redefined.  Perhaps terms more appropriate, such as mainstream and non-mainstream discourses, should be applied. 

Gee paints himself into a corner when he discusses the resistant nature of discourses to "internal criticism and self-scrutiny since uttering viewpoints that seriously undermine them defines one as being outside them." (Gee) Examining American Culture today would offer a good example: in 2003, criticizing G.W. Bush and his policy was deemed unpatriotic by the masses, whereas today it is common practice and acceptable among even the staunchest GOP supporter.  So positions within one discourse, such as being defined as a patriotic American, are dynamic and have undergone reversals, another reason to redefine and rename these terms.

Gee's primary discourse can be a negative or it can be a positive.    For Archie Bunker, it is a negative; for someone raised to tolerate and try to educate Mr. Bunker, it is a positive. Secondary discourses may function in the same way. But we all should work to overcome any shortcoming of any primary discourse; this is how the meta-knowledge can free the individual.   This standard discourse, a possible supra-discourse, is what all should have, the meta-knowledge discussed, that will let us all converse and truly understand each other, to come as close as we can to eliminating clashes of discourses.    A truly enlightened individual will strive to be accepted by all, respected by all, and only through acquiring and then refining through learning how to control that language will the free him or herself.   The premise would be similar to Kohlberg's stages or moral development; one works to overcome any hindrance in place from either family or societal law that is not just.  

Gee's definitions work well discussing language, language acquisition and literacy.   Much like the person who will look at words on a page and not comprehend what they mean or how to pronounce them, one can read, comprehend, and still not full grasp the message encoded by the writer. This is where Gee's discussion about the levels of illiteracy helps and shows their true usefulness.   If discourses are too-at odds over any small issues, matters such as innuendos, idioms, connotations, then newer slang and newer variations may prohibit comprehension, or correct decoding.  The outcome will be an illiterate reader. I had trouble reading Stevie Hawking's   A Brief History of Time, yet I can read Joyce, Shakespeare and Thoreau; as roles are reversed, I am illiterate in one discourse while a Physicist may be illiterate in the other.   Gee fails here to note, but may be aware, that illiteracy can also come from unfamiliarity with culture.  If one was raised to know and understand certain rules, ideas, meaning, then certain diction, styles and tones will make sense.   If one is familiar with specialized language, then texts focusing on that field will make sense; I do not enjoy reading my Honda's owner manual.  If one can think abstractly, then texts discussing abstract ideas will make sense; surely the character of the brilliant physics professor who can't tie his or her shoes or comprehend social clues is familiar.  The more specialized and abstract the language becomes, the more complex and abstract brains need to become, and that is only something that can be acquired.  Whoever figures out how to teach abstract thought will be thrust into the pantheon of great minds with Skinner and Newton.  Some people may never acquire the ability to think abstractly.  As Gee himself notes, the linguist makes sense and is comprehensible to the linguist. 

On the topic of acquisition versus learning, Gee does not go into sufficient detail on the motive behind these means.  All knowledge that is acquired is done so because it is valuable to the individual.  Acquisition can be hindered or slowed, not stopped.  It is as natural for most people as eating and sleeping, the only variable is that what is chosen to be acquired  differs based on what discourses the individual emerges from.  Some may engulf themselves in music.  Some may immerse themselves in the world of sports. Others may choose literature.   However, the discourses you have acquired set a value on the discourse you are attempting to 'learn.'  Those who really value the discourse school offers grasp it, master it and succeed, whereas those who are too deeply set in a discourse that does not value the school education will therefore not work hard  to acquire nor master that discourse.  Gee states, "We should realize that teaching and learning are connected with the development of meta-level cognitive and linguistic skills.  They will work better if we explicitly realize this and build this realization into our curricula.  Further, they must be ordered and integrated with acquisition in viable ways if they are to have any effect other than obstruction." (Gee)  The issue here is to reshape curricula to be appealing and desirable to students so they may wish to acquire, and develop the meta-knowledge, of the new curricula.  However, most people who run the world of education would wince at teaching the street language that adolescents work so hard to acquire, frown upon the gun-toting and female-canine smacking attitude some adolescents strive to perfect, stand slack-jawed at the notion of teaching how to convert grams of 'blow' into 'z's for a different dealer; the masters of education cannot value those concepts and attitudes, their primary discourse makes those thing to distasteful, and rightly so.  
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