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Life Withowr Literacy

Hlliteracy is a scourge of humankind,

breeding misery and detracting from justice
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and democracy. Can we continue to underestimate

it and not do all we can about it, in Canada

or wherever it blights peoples’ minds?

Imagine what it would be like if every fifth person
on earth were afflicted with a disease that left him
or her permanently disabled. Obviously the media
would be full of news and comment about it,
researchers would be working tirelessly to find a cure
for it, funds would be pouring forth to aid victims
of it, and mammoth international information cam-
paigns would be launched to check its spread.

Well, according to Federico Mayor, director-general
of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO), upwards of 1 billion
adults are unable to read or write, which handicaps
them just as surely as if they had a physical impair-
ment. The reason this scourge does not provoke more
action is that it is not readily visible. Instead of res-
tricting the use of peoples’ eyes, ears or limbs, illiter-
acy restricts the use of their minds.

A billion is a difficult number to digest. It represents
40 times Canada’s present population. The immen-
sity of such a figure robs it of its meaning in basic
human terms.

No long row of zeros can convey the hopelessness
of an intelligent young man in a Third World coun-
try who pushes a hand cart in a bazaar, and knows
that he will continue to push a hand cart until he is
immobilized by age or illness. His inability to read
disqualifies him for anything but the most punishing
kind of physical labour. He has no time to learn to
read because, merely to subsist, he must work
14 hours a day.

The UN’s estimate that more than 100 million chil-
dren are without access to schools is another figure
too enormous to contemplate unless it is reduced to
the personal level. It is natural for parents anywhere
to want the best for their children: think of never be-
ing able to give a child an education because no school

is available, and not being able to teach that child
at home because you cannot read yourself.

Of course illiteracy is considered normal in many
parts of the world, but that does nothing to relieve
the desolation of talented and spirited individuals who
are intellectually imprisoned by their surroundings.
Boys and girls growing up in Third World villages
have their dreams like their counterparts in more af-
fluent environments, but without the essential tools
of education and communication, there is little chance
that they can ever come close to making those dreams
come true.

Millions upon millions of people are caught up in
class and caste restrictions which make reading and
writing seem irrelevant. It is taken for granted that
people are born to follow their parents’ and ances-
tors’ occupations. They usually start to work at an
early age without ever entering school.

In economies where the bulk of the work is done
by hand and trade is spread over a multitude of small-
scale artisans and merchants, it is possible to at least
survive without reading or writing. To an outsider,
the unlettered classes in underdeveloped lands may
appear to be quite contented. Why then attempt to
promote literacy in places where it is not among the
highest priorities?

Perhaps the simplest and yet strongest reason was
expressed by the 19th century British writer and states-
man Thomas Carlyle: “That there should be one man
die ignorant when he had the capacity for knowledge,
this I call a tragedy.”” People are bound to remain
ignorant if they cannot read and write, because liter-
acy is the key to learning almost any subject beyond
a rudimentary stage.

This means that illiterates are prevented from mak-
ing the most of life, since education sets a person free






