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In the present text we will analyze the results of the research  about Social Representations of writing among farming adults, accomplished in the rural zone of Rio Grande do Norte, northeast of Brazil, as well as the implications of those representations to the acquisition process, the domain and uses of the written language.  

We started from the presupposition that in the contemporary society, the writing permeates all the relationships. It is present, in a direct or indirect way, in the experiences and daily interactions, amid which individuals and groups are structuring. In this context it becomes a known object and is appropriated as such starting from the concrete experience of each one, in other words, an object to which sense is attributed while representation. Writing is not, therefore, just a system of codes that the individual can dominate or not; it is a representation object. ( Starting from the circulating information, each one, in his time and space, knows and defines that object, in the concrete of the relationships that mark the different groups of a social totality (Graff, 1994). The meanings of writing are structured through this process, integrating it as a representation, to the individuals' symbolic universe. Everyone has, consequently, access to it as a meaning object, even when they don't master it as an instrument of communication, of expression. It is starting from this logic that we presuppose to be the writing always a representation object, being configured as exclusion in the same movement which characterizes the excluded as its domain (Tfouni, 1988; Graff, 1994).  

To consider the written language as a representation object requires, therefore, to approach it in the space of people's relationships, concrete men and women, with a history in which  experiences and daily existences, among which it is the writing, are being continually articulated. Everything in men is therefore built at one time, in a space, in the relationship with the others. Delineated like that, the study has disputed for the theoretical contribution of the social representations while ‘a knowledge form socially elaborated and shared, viewing  a practical objective and competing for the construction of a common reality to a social group’  (Jodelet, 1989, p.36). The meaning attributed to a certain object is therefore not uniform or identical, no matter the time or space in which the one that builds it is inserted, but it articulates to the different insertions in the social totality, to the several possible interrelations to this insertion and to the implications and questionings that these experiences raise in the individuals and in the groups with which they are related or that serve to them as a reference. At the same time, the support of Cognitive Psychology, Psycholinguistics and Sociolinguistics was necessary to analyze the performances and the underlying conscience related to the functional uses of writing.   

The plurimethodological drawing of the research has involved: the observation of ethnographic stamp, the procedure of multiple classifications, conversational interview, Progressive Head offices of RAVEN and sub-tests of WISC as control, as well as several tasks to evaluate reading and writing levels - of words, sentences and texts.  The research has developed like that in three articulated stages: (a) the preliminary exploratory study seeking the recognition of the field and the establishment of relationships. This stage has begun from a period of gradual approach to the object. Through readings and interviews with specialists,  some points to be considered in the definition of the research field were raised. First, we pondered that the already available studies about appropriation of writing had been accomplished above all with urban populations and that, besides this, they didn't approach the topic of the social representations in articulation to this appropriation and uses. We decided, then, for an opposite field: rural population, in order to understand the differences - if they existed. That opposition was defined in relation to the conviviality opportunities with the writing, as much in incidental terms (signs, plates, strips, posters, etc.), as in functional terms (mail exchange, systematic access to newspapers, magazines, periodics in general). To proceed, the process of systematic observation that aimed to know the area, as well as to make the researchers known and, possibly accepted, had begun.. In this phase it was also attempted to raise and to test possible introduction forms to the conversational interview, considering the potential mobilizer and the pertinence of each one.  

(b) The second phase was the application of the foreseen strategies for collection of the data. There were 86 subjects participating. They live in ranches in the rural zone of Mossoró, potiguar semi-arid. Among these, 26 integrated the ‘Methodologically Representative Group’, with which the deepening of the analyses was intended to be reached. 

(c) In the third phase the analytic work was developed as a synthesis of several moments that were articulated to serve the object of study.  

The analysis of the everyday aspects of these subjects showed us that, for them, work is not just a way of survival; it is the category founder of their identity, the instrument by which they are defined. Its representations and conducts are structured around this nucleus: work-worker.  To this nucleus are articulated, in a dynamic integration, the sense that they attribute to the writing, to the school, to the knowledge and to so many other objects that are associated to them. The articulations among these representations and the performances in the reading and writing tasks will be soon after focalized:  

Starting from the theoretical presuppositions that we have adopted, the (ac)knowledge of the space and time of those individual-subjects of the study was fundamental, because it is in the dynamism of the relationships joined that, when they configure their everyday, they define themselves. This whole complex movement will constitute in a group of symbolic ordinations in whose salience relationships of power and dominance, language and ideology events happen (Maldonado, 1993).  

The arrival of our car has always provoked curiosity, given the unusual; people in general used to go to the doors or windows to see what was happening, but just some approached, seeking to establish relationships and assuming an active role in the dialogue. Others stayed at the distance. The continuity of the visits took us to the verification that, when these speakers are absent at the moment of our arrival, the other people inform us on their absences but they don't substitute them assuming the development of the conversation with us. Instead, they guide us to return at another hour.   

These preliminary observations supplied us with tracks for what would be revealed along the research, in other words, the existence of underlying mechanisms of delegation and acceptance of the delegated, in the social relationships that mark each town. These mechanisms were anchored in a definition of likeness and of differences by which, in the same movement, the residents were defined in the equality, bounding us the inequality. In this process, the dialogue with strangers ,was delegated to some few people, who were instituted as speakers by their pairs and spoke in the place of these. ii   

It is interesting to observe that the researcher's acceptance in these towns has happened through negotiations with these speakers. Nothing distinguished them, in a first sight, of the others: they had the same style of clothing, housing, same form of speaking and eating. No one is richer or more succeeded than the others. On the contrary, they participate in the same life and work conditions. But, in spite of all these elements that conformed them to the characteristics of the town, they acted in a different way to the strangers. Little by little, however, it became possible to understand that all were detainers of an oral fluency that distinguished them in every moment:  

if the teacher isn’t in  the  mess, it is even possible that the priest come back without celebrating  the mess,(laughs) because there isn’t anyone  who does a biblical reading, there is nobody two does the sing. Nobody! Everybody is embarrassed... nobody want sing... nobody want speak... nobody want  read... nobody reads (small pause) openly for anybody  hear. [...] If a teacher... because we already get like this...  behind for see if gives access to them, right? To see if they develops….but then… they are them who hides behind  the people…with fear already that we point or call (small pause)  for make  the thing. If it be not the teacher, it is not made prayer,  it is not made /  it is not  made sing,  nothing is made.   

It is the domain of a space of use of words that differentiates those people: they are teachers or directors of schools of the towns, accumulating, sometimes, an active participation in the Association of Residents. To this purpose, Heath (1994), based on the emphasis given by Plato to the oral debates for the citizen's formation, alerts us on the importance of the institutions of the contemporary society that, in its practice, opens this debate. It is also on the urgency of studies that allow the understanding of how this process that involves oral transmission and transformation of the knowledge obtained from several sources happens: “How have the voluntary institutions been promoting dialogue and action based on written information?”   

In view of this, it is clear that belonging to the scholarly world is not limited to the use of a system of codes, but it supposes the possibility to build arguments and interpretations that make possible to transform and to share the senses of social objects. In this aspect, it was our objective to understand how the representations and the cognitive-linguistic strategies articulate in the appropriation and in the use of the word space, in the acquisition and in the use of the writing. It is not the mechanic domain of codes that is being dealt here but, as several representational fields find their synthesis in the (des)uses of the writing or in its learning.  

Through the interviews it was possible to identify three social representations of the writing, in its articulations:   

· The first concerns the representation of uses and social functions of the writing, in which this is configured as an empty space, therefore inexistent in those communities; the subjects, being represented excluded of this time, project, through person and time disjunctions, the accomplishment of their desire (learning to write) in their children's future. Such exclusion feeling is inferred of invariant statements, along the speeches, that ‘they are already old’ (although they are 43 or 31 years, or even less); and that ‘school is a child’s thing’.  

· The other representation refers to the ‘text bearers’ that, once not available everyday, ratify the situation of non users of the writing. iii  Among all the subjects, only the teachers mention newspapers, magazines and other bearers, informing the difficulty of access to the same ones.   

· A third representation refers to the reader’s and writer’s social roles. In this one, the subjects are defined as reproducers (decoders and copiers) and not as producers (authors and creators). In this case, the thing is about interacting with the writing only in the perceptual ambit, and not in the productive. Just a few among them are defined as readers or writers, for the use of the word in a space of power. iv   

Underlying these representations are their experiences in improvised schools, from which they classify the degrees of education in a specific way. Among them it doesn't make sense to talk about 1st, 2nd, nor 3rd grades, because their classroom was ‘in the priest’s house’... ‘it was little people from here, one more little bit of  people from there’... ‘'it was fist  with secund with thoid everything mixed, I didn’t even knew which grade I was in'... The classification that they have built, and that in the beginning bewildered the researchers, is the following: (1) 'the really illiterate; (2) the ones who sign; (3) the ones who studied after adult; (4) the ones that studied since childhood; (5) the teachers'. These degrees are what were the differential in the evaluations of reading and writing abilities applied during the research.  

It was possible to capture, also, some strategies adopted by them to live together with this social object that enrolls them under the initials of the illiterate at the same time that bounds them to the margin of the scholarly world.  

1 - Starting from the references ‘a time that has passed’, ‘a space that is not yours’ try to socially disguise the illiteracy, through the public gesture of signing their own name. As a gentleman said: ‘I sign bed, but I sign... in every corn that I arrive, I sign’.  

2 -   Another strategy that they develop is the maintenance of ‘young and adult’ classes, which work with their own initiatives, who share the cost to pay a teacher, and meet at the most varied places, some times in a phone station or in some of their houses. This way they create a new category of domain to the scholarly world: while enrolled in the ‘young and adults’, they cultivate the fantasy of the imminent literacy.  

3 -   In relation to the social roles of the users of writing, it was possible to identify at least three, in that group which were called guardians, scribes and mouthpieces. Who they are and what each one of them does is what we’ll see next:   

3.1 - The guardians are the teachers, who have the custodial function - of guard - of the writing, as a cultural asset to be transmitted to the future generations. Dipped of this mission, the teachers were the subjects who were more fragilized before their difficulties with the tasks that the researchers presented to them. The social function of the guardians is to mediate the process teaching-learning of a system of codes.  

3.2 - The scribes are the ones that carry out the utilitarian function of writing the texts idealized by those that don’t dominate the system of codes, usually in letters driven to families. They have a specific power, while they appropriate themselves with secrets of those that trust them the messages, but they don’t represent the authors nor substitute them. The social function of the scribes is to mediate the social communication.  

3.3 - The mouthpieces have the function of speaking (and acting) on behalf of the community, representing it and making the articulation between the interests of that group and the instances of power - the decision makers. These spokespeople occupy what we called as ‘power space of word use’, making a symbolic mediation, because they interpret and re-mean the communication among the ‘outer power’ and the community. Such differentiated position was the discriminator of the cognitive and linguistic performances, in the research tasks, because these subjects were the only ones, among all, to operate classifications according to a logic of abstractions.   

These interpretations of  ‘power space of word use’ show that literacy and illiteracy do not exist in the emptiness, but they acquire countless nuances in the individuals’ concrete, in the game of social strengths in which the writing representations are structured and sustained, with all the others that they associate with. Such condition is evidenced in one of the moments of synthesis of the research was the analysis of the production (written or oral) of a text, by the subjects. The most frequent textual condition was the memorized reproduction of ‘loosen sentences’, a structuring strategy of the short texts as well as of the longest texts, from which the linguistic resources of linkage of ideas is absent, in spite of the largest extension. Some texts arrived closer to a complete macro-structure (introduction, plot, conclusion) , without however reaching it completely: in some cases, a plot sketch and the consequent issue but, absence of an introduction that places the characters; in others, there is the absence of a plot or of action for the announced character. These texts corroborate the representations that we have been apprehending in relation to the space-time of use and to the meaning of the writing to these subjects: their relationship with this object is of strangeness and estrangement, not constituting it an effective instrument of changes in any level. 
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Resumo

Representações sociais e usos funcionais da língua escrita: um estudo entre adultos agricultores no semiárido do nordeste brasileiro

No presente texto analisa-se resultados de pesquisa sobre Representações Sociais de escrita entre adultos agricultores, realizada na zona rural do Rio Grande do Norte, nordeste do Brasil, e implicações daquelas representações ao processo de aquisição, domínio e usos da escrita. Partiu-se do pressuposto de que, na sociedade contemporânea, a escrita permeia todas as relações, está presente, de forma direta ou indireta, nas experiências e interações cotidianas. Considerar a língua escrita como objeto de representação requer abordá-la no espaço de relações das pessoas, homens e mulheres concretos, com uma história na qual se vão articulando continuamente experiências e vivências do cotidiano,  dentre as quais está a escrita. O desenho plurimetodológico da pesquisa envolveu: observação de cunho etnográfico, procedimento de classificações múltiplas, entrevista conversacional, Matrizes Progressivas de  RAVEN e sub-testes do WISC como controle, bem como várias tarefas para avaliar níveis de leitura e escrita – de palavras, frases e textos. Através de entrevistas foi possível identificar três representações sociais da escrita, em suas articulações: A primeira diz respeito à representação de usos e funções sociais da escrita, na qual esta é configurada como um espaço vazio; a segunda refere-se aos ‘portadores de textos’  que, uma vez  não disponíveis no cotidiano, ratificam a situação de não usuários da escrita; uma terceira representação refere-se aos papéis sociais de leitor e de escritor. Nesta, os sujeitos definem-se como decodificadores e copiadores e não como autores e criadores. Apenas alguns dentre eles definem-se como leitores ou escritores, pelo uso da palavra num espaço de poder. Quanto aos papéis sociais de usuários da escrita, foi possível identificar pelo menos três,  naquele grupo, os quais denominamos de ‘guardiões’, ‘escribas’ e ‘porta-vozes’: os guardiões são os professores, que têm a função custodial - de guarda - da escrita, como um bem cultural a ser transmitido às gerações futuras. A função social dos guardiões é  mediar o processo ensino-aprendizagem de um sistema de códigos. Os escribas são os que desempenham a função utilitária de grafar os textos idealizados por aqueles que não dominam o sistema de códigos, geralmente em cartas dirigidas a familiares. A função social dos escribas é  mediar a comunicação social. Os porta-vozes têm a função de falar (e agir) em nome da comunidade, representando-a  e fazendo a articulação entre os interesses daquele grupo e as instâncias de poder - os tomadores de decisões. Estes porta-vozes ocupam o que nomeamos como  'espaço de poder de uso da palavra', fazendo uma mediação simbólica, pois interpretam e ressignificam a comunicação entre o ‘poder de fora’ e a comunidade. Tal posição diferenciada foi discriminante dos desempenhos cognitivos e lingüísticos, em tarefas da pesquisa. Essas delimitações de ‘espaços de poder de uso da palavra’  demonstram que alfabetismo e analfabetismo não existem no vazio, mas adquirem inúmeras nuanças no concreto de indivíduos, no jogo de forças sociais em que as representações de escrita se estruturam e sustentam, com todas as outras que se lhe associam.

i  Codes in this perspective is limited to the group of graphic signs with which the sounds of the speech are represented (the letters), as well as its expression in terms of pauses, intonation, dialogue, etc. (the punctuation signs in general).  


  


  ii We are referring starting from the analyses of Dejours (1988), to unconscious group movements and processes, for which the groups try to protect and to perpetuate, moving away or hiding a serious anxiety. In this case, subtle mechanisms are dealt, through which a group attributes certain tasks to an or more of its members, starting from not necessarily explicit criteria but always assumed by all, includding for those designated for it. In the relationship with other groups, these mechanisms can be reinforced as defense strategies or self protection. (Kaës, 1980).  


 


iii ‘Text bearers’ are all the objects through which the texts circulate socially, engravinged by all possible available means, manual or electronic: magazines, newspapers, ribbons cassette or of video, letters, tickets, books, etc. These objects, it is obvious, have been modifying if in time in relation with the materials and the recording manners, as well as with relationship to the aesthetic patterns, uses and functions. They vary, also, in the space, assuming own characteristics of presentation and use along the different cultures.  Besides, according to Blacksmith (1983), the identification of the ‘text bearer’ (that is, the type of material object, socially defined, that contains the text) it determines, in large scale, what to wait of this text in terms of message and meaning.   


  


iv  Perceptual and productive are taken as complementary universes: for ‘perceptual universe’ we qualify the space of reproductive use of the writing, restricted to the cognitive and linguistic operations of assimilation of the systems and rules socially built; and for ‘produtive  universe’ we qualify the space of creative use of the writing, which supposes the communicative intention and the automated employment of the systems and rules for the subject of the action.


	





