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An irresistible behind-the-scenes look at one of America’s most powerful learn-
ing environments, created by individuals drawn together by their deep desire 
to make America a true democracy. This is a powerful, in-depth, and deeply 
moving story about the power of starting small but believing big.

—Shirley Brice Heath, Stanford University

Literacy for African Americans has always been about more than reading, writ-
ing, speaking, and listening. It has been about liberation and self-determination. 
In this volume, Lathan captures the very soul of African American literacy during 
the crucial years of the modern Civil Rights Movement.

—Gloria Ladson-Billings, Kellner Family Chair of Urban Education,  
University of Wisconsin–Madison

Through a blend of African American cultural theory and literacy and rhetori-
cal studies highlighting the intellectual and pedagogical traditions of African 
American people, Rhea Estelle Lathan argues that African Americans have literacy 
traditions that represent specific, culturally influenced ways of being in the world. 
She introduces gospel literacy, a theoretical framework analogous to gospel music 
within which to consider how the literacy activities of the Civil Rights Move-
ment illuminate a continual interchange between secular and religious ideologies.  
Lathan demonstrates how gospel literacy is deeply grounded in an African American 
tradition of refusing to accept the assumptions underlying European American 
thought and institutions, including the oppression of African American people 
and the denial of full citizenship rights. 
 Lathan’s critical historical analysis draws on oral histories, personal interviews, 
and archival data, allowing her to theorize about African American literacy prac-
tices, meanings, and values while demonstrating the symbiotic relationship between 
literacy and the Civil Rights Movement. Central to her research are local partici-
pants who contributed to the success of citizenship education, and she illuminates in 
particular how African American women used critical intellectualism and individual 
creative literacy strategies to aid in the struggle for basic human rights.

Rhea estelle lathan is an assistant professor of English rhetoric and compo-
sition at Florida State University. She teaches and writes about cultural literacy, 
language, and critical race theory, as well as community-based African American 
literacy activism.
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There was also a new bidding—and we could feel it from the 
vantage point of our Citizenship Program—across class and 
educational lines, across generations, across localities and dia-
lects and family backgrounds. We could hear this unity in the 
singing voices and speaking voices of the people; it seemed 
we could even hear it in the earth itself, like a soft rumbling, 
a rhythmic beating of drums from all over the South. It was 
knowing, with undeniable and unshakable conviction, that 
our time had come. 

Andrew Young, An Easy Burden
 
the south cArolinA citizenship school fairytale goes something 
like this: Once Upon a Time, in the South Carolina swamps, Sep-
tima Clark, a matronly schoolteacher, gathered a few tired, illit-
erate farmers and taught them to read and write. This bunch of 
tattered Jim Crow shuckin’ Lowcountry residents, suddenly, with 

introduction: the gospel According to literAcy

Paul and Silas, bound in jail
Had no money for to go their bail
Keep your eyes on the prize, hold 
Hold on (hold on), hold on (hold 

on)
Paul and Silas began to shout
The jail door opened and they 

walked out
Keep your eyes on the prize, hold 

on

Freedom’s name is mighty sweet, 
soon one day we’re gonna meet.

xi

Got my hand on the Gospel plow, 
I wouldn’t take nothing for my
Journey now.

The only chain that a man can 
stand,

is that chain of hand and hand.

The only thing we did wrong, 
stayed in the wilderness a day too 

long.
Keep your eyes on the prize, hold on

Alice Wine

afm-i-xxviii-Lathan.indd   11 10/7/15   9:16 AM
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little forethought, decided they wanted social equality. With Clark’s 
help, they learned how to read the South Carolina Constitution. 
Armed with their newly acquired “literacy,” the farmers fearlessly 
marched into the Charleston City Hall and, magically, without in-
cident, registered as voters. Literacy saved the day. Literacy was the 
golden key that unlocked the gates to civic freedom. White South 
Carolinians surrendered their Jim Crow practices, integrated lunch 
counters, and graciously opened schools to black children.1 The fai-
rytale ends as Septima Clark runs the notorious Jim Crow laws out 
of South Carolina. And the South Carolina Sea Islands residents 
lived happily ever after. The End.

This is a nice, neat fantasy. Other romantic adaptations have 
Clark traveling all over the South with a bag of literacy, which she 
spreads like pixie dust over “Jim Crow,” leading to his ultimate 
demise. These romantic adaptations reinforce an African American 
rags-to-riches fantasy that ultimately perpetuates misrepresenta-
tions of African American literacy activism. They also legitimize so-
cial inequalities that stem from uncritical and incomplete histories. 
When we tell the stories of our leaders in the struggle for our rights, 
rarely do we look beyond “Super Septima,” “Tired Rosa Parks,” 
or “Mighty Man-on-the-Mountain Martin Luther King Jr.” We 
don’t have to look far to locate nostalgic movies or documentary 
films about the brave Freedom Riders, courageous Montgomery 
bus boycotters, or heroic Selma marchers. However, if we consider 
civil rights icon Andrew Young’s declaration from the vantage point 
of the Citizenship Program, we hear an instrument that amplifies 
local, community-based voices. A more complete narrative restores 
participant voices to the historical record. This occurs when we lis-
ten carefully to the people dedicated to both teaching and learning.2

An oversimplified narrative of the Civil Rights Movement in 
general, or an uncritical analysis of the Citizenship Schools specifi-
cally, casts a shadow on primary sources of African American lit-
eracy practices. Freedom Writing illuminates principal resources and 
lays bare the Citizenship Schools myth, which is often a placatory 
narrative that obscures hard truths about the role of writing—learn-
ing and teaching—during the Civil Rights era. Literacy activism is 
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especially viable within the context of a social movement designed 
to take up the ongoing fight against intellectual oppression.

The Citizenship Schools are a chapter in the continuing struggle 
against the overwhelming justification for relegating black people 
to subhuman positions: the belief that they were, by and large, il-
literate. Not until the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka 
decision did we begin to see the demise of prevailing US educa-
tion policies that had enforced laws preserving educational access 
exclusively for whites (Prendergast, Literacy 16). The decision em-
boldened black communities en masse to demand their inalienable 
constitutional rights. The Brown decision was the gateway to civic 
inclusion, but Citizenship Schools were the path up to the door.

Beginning with fourteen students on Johns Island, South Caro-
lina, the schools grew to include more than 60,000 participants 
throughout the South and later became the largest program of 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence (SCLC). The schools set a precedent in mass literacy activity 
for African Americans that extended far beyond the goal of Afri-
can American voter registration. They were an empowering force 
against the dehumanizing strain of segregationist ideologies, guid-
ing many participants into activism. Then, as now, national studies 
claimed that African Americans lacked the literacy skills required to 
keep pace with their white American counterparts. If we look to the 
Citizenship Schools for an innovative perspective on literacy, we 
both recover and revise a vocabulary for discussing the literacy his-
tory of marginalized groups—in this case, the learners and teachers 
who participated in the Civil Rights crusade.

K e e p  Y o u r  e Y e s  o n  t h e  p r i z e :  

A  r e v i s i o n i s t  p e r s p e c t i v e

A revisionist narrative of the Citizenship Schools could begin some-
thing like this: In 1954, Alice Wine, a domestic and factory worker, 
memorized the necessary sections of the South Carolina Constitu-
tion in order to pass a voter registration literacy test. Cognizant 
of the consequences that came with resisting Jim Crow protocol, 
Wine walked into the voter registration office on Society Street in 

the Gospel According to Literacy  /  xiii
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Charleston and, invoking a calculated mnemonic strategy, recited 
the appropriate passage. Wine proudly described her intellectual 
manipulation, explaining: “‘Everybody had to read and get a paper, 
read and get a paper. . . . And then the man put me for read, and 
I read those things just like I been know ’em. And I didn’t know 
them things, I swear!’” (qtd. in Carawan and Carawan, Ain’t You 
Got).3 Wine’s unrestricted courage, motivation, determination, and 
ultimately successful registration empowered a Johns Island busi-
nessman and community activist, Esau Jenkins, to initiate funding 
efforts for an adult literacy program.

Jenkins operated a bus service transporting workers between the 
Sea Islands and Charleston. As a passenger on his bus, Wine bar-
gained with Jenkins that if he taught her to read during those long 
rides to Charleston, she would take the voter registration literacy 
test. Both found the process more challenging than anticipated, so 
memorization became the immediate solution. Jenkins had very 
little faith in the memorization tactic and didn’t think Wine would 
pass the test. Wine, however, remained determined. She passed the 
literacy test and received her voter registration certificate. Jenkins 
explained that Wine’s resolve to learn was his ultimate motivation 
as he set out to solicit funding for a Sea Islands adult literacy pro-
gram. In 1956, Alice Wine became one of the first participants in 
the Citizenship Education Program on Johns Island, South Caro-
lina.

But just as the African American fight for civic inclusion did not 
begin on a bus in Alabama, Alice Wine’s activism did not begin on 
a bus in South Carolina. In 1945, Wine participated in the strike of 
the Negro Food and Tobacco Workers Union of Charleston. During 
this strike, she revised a Negro spiritual into a protest anthem. Most 
people recognize “Hands on the Plow” as a Civil Rights anthem, 
but few people know it was Alice Wine who revised the lyrics. The 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) Freedom 
Riders sang this song while they were literally “bound in jail.” They 
sang as they endured brutal beatings and undue prosecution and 
imprisonment in Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Farm (Missis-
sippi State Penitentiary). Freedom Rider and Congressman John 

xiv  /  Introduction

afm-i-xxviii-Lathan.indd   14 10/7/15   9:16 AM



Acknowledgments  /  xv

Lewis explains that the lyrics “Hold on Hold on . . . encouraged 
us to go on in spite of it all” (Guttentag and Sturman). The lyrics 
were shouted and moaned in the midst of almost every Civil Rights 
protest from the 1950s on.

Singing was one of the creative rhetorical strategies adopted by 
Civil Rights activists to protest segregation. The various strategies 
drew heavily on the black church, which provided sanctuary for 
protest rallies and a venue to plan resistance tactics. Despite the 
centrality of songs in black social justice protest, however, we have 
yet to account for their rhetorical appeal or literate power, particu-
larly as a way of knowing. In 1942, Zora Neale Hurston introduced 
the idea of complicating perceptions about African American spiri-
tual expressions, framing them as a theoretical concept: “The real 
spirituals are not really just songs. They are unceasing variations 
around a theme” (869). Hurston warns us not to reduce African 
American compositions of expression to rote performance because 
these activities are taken up with deliberate attention to a history. 
Engaging Hurston’s gaze, we can see how Alice Wine and other Af-
rican American freedom crusaders combined song with their libera-
tory activities and how musical ideologies were an intricate source 
of black activism. Keith Gilyard expands this theory, arguing that 
African American rhetorical strategies, along with sacred activities, 
are crucial components in African American discourse (“Introduc-
tion”).4 From this perspective, we can consider how Alice Wine 
and other African American activists combined sacred language 
with secular liberatory activities. An example of this relationship 
is the way that Citizenship School participants replicated religious 
services while learning, following the format of basic church ser-
vices: devotion, sermon, and benediction. The devotional service 
includes a scripture reading and a series of call-and-response songs 
followed by a prayer and members testifying or witnessing about an 
overwhelming or extremely difficult situation. The sermon begins 
with another reading from the sacred text—often the Bible—and a 
statement of the sermon’s theme. The preacher teaches the “Word.” 
Finally, the benediction sends the congregation off to practice what 
they learned during the session. This pattern is clear from the first 

the Gospel According to Literacy  /  xv
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Citizenship School teacher Bernice Robinson’s description of a 
typical day:

A typical class would begin with devotions. Someone would 
be assigned to carry on devotions for each class night. This 
relaxed and warmed up the group. Then homework was 
checked. Then we would have about thirty minutes of read-
ing. I wrote down each word they had difficulty in pronounc-
ing and used these words during our spelling period, which 
followed. The definitions of these words were also taught so 
the students would understand what they were reading. Then 
we would have a session in arithmetic, using the prices from 
grocery lists, catalogue orders, etc. Then we would go thru the 
process of applying for a registration certificate. After which 
I made assignments for homework. Some nights, to maintain 
interest and break up the monotony of lessons, I would show 
a film. Highlander [Folk School] provided us with many 
films. Guy Carawan, who headed up the music department 
at Highlander, would come down and would teach singing 
at the classes and here again we used the words of the songs 
for reading. The goal of the classes was to create an awareness 
of the political structure in the local community, across the 
state, as well as nation [that] controlled funds for education, 
housing, employment etc. Blacks could not only be knowl-
edgeable as to whom they should contact to eliminate what 
problems, but they could become candidates for these offices 
as well.5

Relying on weaving together both sacred and secular practices, 
Robinson opened up a space for a literacy activism that encour-
aged active literacy. Describing how and why she included worship 
tools in literacy activism, she explains, “That’s where blacks used 
to release all of their problems[,] was through their music. They 
would go into those Praise Houses and shout and talk about their 
problems through the music. Sort of get it all out of their systems.”6 

xvi  /  Introduction
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G o o D  n e w s :  s A C r e D  M u s I C  A s  L I t e r A C Y  A C t I v I s M

Black musical expressions resonated within Citizenship School ac-
tivities and fostered an orientation toward a material and cultural 
consciousness. Gospel songs contained a mixture of Christian mu-
sic based on American folk music, marked by strong rhythms and 
elaborate refrains while incorporating elements of spirituals, blues, 
and jazz. Gospel ideologies highlight black music’s refusal to sim-
plify reality or devalue emotion. Songs of faith rallied the hopes of 
people suffering devastating social conditions. By their very nature, 
gospel expressions included patterns of telling stories that echoed 
participants’ ways of talking about literacy activism, a multirhyth-
mic way of being that exposed cultural, spiritual, and material ways 
of knowing, thinking, and existing. Gospel consciousness is espe-
cially visible within the literacy activities of the Civil Rights Move-
ment, during which participants interchanged literacy activism, 
spiritual knowledge, and ideas about social change and were able to 
do so because the processes took place in private, protected worship 
spaces—as did the Citizenship Schools, which met in churches, 
social clubs, and private prayer meetings. As Robinson illustrates, 
even within gatherings dedicated to learning there was an exchange 
between spiritual and sociopolitical ideologies. Consequently, the 
literacy activities of the freedom movement and gospel conscious-
ness evolved along with the surrounding culture, as people devel-
oped innovative styles and tested inventive language in response to 
new expressions of traditional problems. I call this “gospel literacy.”

Gospel literacy, like gospel music, contains four ruling concepts: 
acknowledging the burden, call-and-response, bearing witness, and 
finding redemption. Acknowledging the burden engages an African 
American intellectual tradition of embracing knowledge as power, 
which begins by recognizing the consequences of oppressive ideolo-
gies and epistemologies while consciously choosing a redemptive 
response to that oppression. Specifically, in the gospel tradition, 
people are empowered through a formidable understanding of lo-
cal history. Although the Sea Islands were politically calm before 
the 1950s, they are part of a region that has a tradition, since the 

the Gospel According to Literacy  /  xvii
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colonial period, of strong engagement in the struggle for African 
American liberation. Acknowledging the burden as a theoretical 
concept lends itself to an analysis that pays particular attention to 
the legacies and traditions of African American literacy action. In 
addition, it’s an ideology that illuminates how the Sea Islands’ Citi-
zenship Schools project was not an isolated phenomenon but the 
result of an African American tradition of critical intellectual ac-
tivity—an empowering response; an acknowledgement of burdens. 
Sea Islands Citizenship School participants invoked and deepened 
a tradition of intellectual control.

The second driving principle of gospel literacy is call-and-
response. I depart from the common understanding of call-and-
response as a spontaneous exchange that operates in almost ev-
ery space in black culture. Within the ideology of gospel literacy, 
participants use call-and-response as an avenue to practice well-
thought-out responses that change the direction of dominant social 
forces in and out of the community. A response that merely affirms 
or changes the direction of a call suggests a nonabrasive action; in 
gospel literacy, the response doesn’t refuse to go along with the call 
but becomes a means of doing intellectual work to execute a strate-
gic plan, taking authority over literacy activism.

Bearing witness, the third element of gospel literacy, treats 
“witnessing” as a critical intellectual practice. Witnessing—inter-
changeable with testifying—is a sophisticated literacy activity that 
consists of symbolic illustrations and recitations of an experience 
(individual or shared). As a literacy template, it’s used to recover an 
epistemology that complicates the way we understand the relation-
ship between social activism and literacy acquisition and use.

The final defining concept of gospel literacy is finding redemp-
tion. This is a theoretical model that demonstrates how the deep 
cultural resources that develop in African American spiritual life 
come into secular contexts as intellectual and spiritual literacy 
strategies, which enhance literacy activism. Specifically, finding re-
demption shifts from the standard religious doctrine of eternal sal-
vation toward a socially literate activist principle of attaining justice 
in this life. 

xviii  /  Introduction
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Up to this point, perspectives on African American gospel ideol-
ogy engage primarily in observations limited to black sacred perfor-
mances. As a religious concept, gospel music is a synthesis of West 
African and African American music, dance, poetry, oratory, and 
drama. Within African American culture, gospel expressions most 
often call to mind joy, hope, and expectation, including narratives 
that provide a sense of security. However, I treat gospel from a lit-
eracy perspective that complicates conventional understandings, a 
perspective that situates both community-based literacy activism 
and gospel as ways of being, knowing, and living. This gospel liter-
acy perspective is based on accounts by the participants of Citizen-
ship Schools as well as my explorations into their literacy practices, 
exposing a gospel consciousness that weaves together spiritual and 
secular concepts within literacy practices, meanings, and values. 
These literacy practices intersect with elements of a gospel ideology, 
including a narrative model derived from African epistemologies. 

The gospel literacy framework is not simply an attempt to im-
pose an alternate template onto a traditional format or to claim yet 
another neologism for literacy. Freedom Writing’s uniqueness and 
significance lies primarily in the way I reconceptualize the mean-
ing of gospel. Understanding composition studies’ rhetorical roots 
affords me the opportunity to draw on the word gospel’s Greek ori-
gins, where evangelion meant “good story” or “good news” (specifi-
cally, “good + spel” = good news). The current definition emerged 
as Old English translators went about the task of converting the 
Bible from Latin to English. They changed the Latin term bona 
annutiatio or bonus numtius into gospel, meaning “God’s story.” 
However, I use the term gospel as defined in its original incarnation 
of “good story” or “good news.” Following a nonconformist defini-
tion provides a means of exploring Citizenship School participants’ 
“gospel” through a narrative lens, which includes patterns of telling 
stories that echo the recovering thoughts about literacy. The Citi-
zenship School participants thus used a narrative inquiry. 

Freedom Writing, then, considers the literacy narratives of com-
munity-based Citizenship School participants: Bernice Robinson, 
Esau Jenkins, Anderson Mack, Ethel Grimball, Aileen Brewer, and 
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finally, Guy Carawan. Robinson, a beautician and the school’s first 
teacher, developed the original Citizenship School curriculum, 
teaching philosophy and classroom structure. Robinson went on 
to directly and indirectly train all subsequent Citizenship School 
teachers—if she didn’t train the teachers, she trained someone who 
trained them. Esau Jenkins, the most prominent black community 
leader on Johns Island, initiated the idea for the schools and, with 
Robinson’s help, did most of the initial organizing on the island. 
Anderson Mack, one of the youngest participants, became an ac-
tive community organizer, responsible for getting a community 
and day care center established on Johns Island.7 Ethel Grimball, 
a social worker, and Aileen Brewer, a former teacher, first took on 
the task of teaching Alice Wine to read and write. Both Grimball 
and Brewer went on to set up and teach schools on Wadmalaw and 
Edisto Islands. Finally, I explore the experiences of Guy Carawan, 
folk artist and musical director of the Highlander Folk School, who 
introduced “Eyes on the Prize” to the wider movement after Alice 
Wine taught him her rendition of the song.

“ n o b o D Y  K n ow s  t h e  t r o u b L e  I ’ v e  s e e n ” :  

s I t uAt I n G  L I t e r A C Y

Before I move any deeper into situating gospel literacy within the 
story of the Citizenship Schools, I need to illuminate the landscape 
for defining literacy in general and African American literacy in 
particular.8 Literacy here does not mean solely decoding or encod-
ing sounds and letters, nor is it a synonym for education. As I in-
terviewed participants and gathered text for this book, I recovered 
a wealth of primary narratives, including perspectives on how Citi-
zenship School participants defined literacy for themselves. My lit-
eracy analysis, then, is not of the Citizenship Schools but rather of 
the actual participants and what they say about what literacy does 
within the context of African American social protest. Through my 
recovery, participants share how literacy acquisition became more 
than rote alphanumeric skills acquired for civic participation; it was 
a marriage between critical thinking, one’s sense of self-worth, and 
the ability to effectively utilize socioeconomic, intellectual, and hu-

xx  /  Introduction
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man resources. My interest in this relationship became even more 
intense when I learned that Alice Wine’s literacy activism ranged 
beyond voter registration. For her it meant being able to read nov-
els and write letters to her family in New York. Wine’s experience 
speaks to a central shift in literacy studies, which in recent years 
has moved from the concept of literacy as a set of stand-alone skills 
to the idea of literacy as a social practice. New Literacy scholars 
like Brian Street explain that this shift requires acknowledging that 
although literacy activities are specific to individual behavior, they 
are shaped through social relationships and “embedded in socially 
constructed epistemological principles. It is about knowledge [and 
wisdom]: The ways in which people address reading and writing 
are themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge, identity, being” 
(418). Thus, the socially constructed nature of literacy is evident 
even when an individual fills out a voter registration form. But fore-
most, cultural and social traditions intensify the ways in which rela-
tions within discursive communities determine both how reading 
and writing happen and who is able to participate. 

Both participating in and researching a literacy event as extreme 
as the Civil Rights Movement require more than simply being able 
to read and write; these activities rely on adhering to the West Afri-
can philosophy of mate masie (wisdom, knowledge, and prudence). 
This philosophy weaves together both wisdom and knowledge 
while having the good sense to consider other perspectives. With-
out crucial knowledge of how social customs and power dynamics 
within African American culture vary from one situation to the 
next, it is difficult to negotiate rhetorical situations and to partici-
pate in a way that is meaningful and even comprehensible to the 
collective (both inside and outside composition studies).

It is with an eye toward critical literacies that I treat literacy not 
only as the process of learning to read and write—decoding and 
making meaning—but also as the way these skills are linked to so-
cial contexts: in this case, the lived experience of less visible and 
often marginalized community-based activists. Literacy here works 
within the complexities of a social constructivist paradigm—it rep-
resents social status as well as identity ideology. This means that the 

the Gospel According to Literacy  /  xxi

afm-i-xxviii-Lathan.indd   21 10/7/15   9:16 AM



xxii  /  Acknowledgments

unit of analysis is the individual and the community. I recognize 
participants as socialized members of an interpretive community. 
As I see it, the key to this perspective is the existence of a consen-
sus among interlocutors. Literate activities are located within the 
norms of an interpretative community. Therefore, the direction of 
my analysis is reciprocal—from the group to the individual and the 
individual to the group (i.e., the learner to the teacher, the teacher 
to the learner, and each to a goal beyond the general description of 
civic inclusion).

I primarily map my literacy perspective around the ideas about 
literacy of Jacqueline Jones Royster and Deborah Brandt. Royster 
identifies literacy as a sociocognitive acquisition. She says that lit-
eracy “is the ability to gain access to information and to use this 
information variously to articulate lives and experiences and also 
to identify, think through, refine and solve problems, sometimes 
complex problems, over time” (Traces 45). Brandt illuminates how 
individual acts of writing are connected to larger cultural, histori-
cal, social, and political systems (Literacy). I find that theorizing 
literacy within a turbulent era of civil unrest underscores the idea of 
literacy’s symbiotic relationship with specific contexts. It advocates 
for an ideological model, viewing literacy as consequential.9 Simi-
larly, Royster’s and Brandt’s definitions initiate a paradigm shift in 
composition studies through a methodology of recovering, while 
accounting for, the intersections of a material and cultural frame-
work of literacy activity. These theories’ components of literacy as a 
social process, including multiples stages of participation, intertex-
tual relations, and cultural knowledge, are ways to understand not 
only the social process of literacy but also its multirhythmic nature 
as it functions in African American literacy activism.10 I follow this 
body of work through my analysis of a specific grassroots literacy 
campaign, demonstrating how learning to teach writing and learn-
ing to write operate in this context. 

In my attempt to recover these literacy narratives, I faced two 
obstacles familiar to most literacy historians, primarily due to lit-
eracy’s individual and social implications. First, for both histori-
cal and contemporary literacy research, the primary problem is 
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to define literacy. The second problem is how to clearly mark the 
significance of the symbiotic relationship between literacy and an 
event. Carl Kaestle describes the problem of defining literacy by 
explaining that “‘the term literacy appears straightforward, but be-
cause it can refer to a wide range of reading and writing activities, 
historians’ definitions vary’” (qtd. in Royster, Traces 3). He goes 
on to say that “even if restricted only to reading, the term literacy 
may imply a wide range of abilities.” For example, the work of 
literacy historians such as James Anderson, Harvey Graff, Shirley 
Brice Heath, and Brian Street includes accounts of how literacy 
access—freedom and opportunity to obtain literacy and favorable 
circumstances to use and expand basic skills—is restricted by race, 
ethnicity, class, gender, religion, language, and geography.11 These 
perspectives encourage me to dismantle philosophies of universal 
access for all groups and individuals through a rigid examination 
of the barriers to access experienced by members of marginalized 
communities. Sociolinguist James Paul Gee argues that definitions 
of literacy too often appeal to notions of naturalness, innocence, 
and individual responsibility. He maintains that this narrow per-
spective “obscures the multiple ways in which reading, writing and 
language interrelate with the workings of power and desire in social 
life” (27). Revisionist perspectives, however, bring attention to the 
ways in which access is experienced differently within racial, class, 
gendered, historical, social, religious, and geographical contexts.12

I align myself with social historians who identify the complicated 
layers of literacy acquisition and, more recently, attempt to examine 
the ideological and functional relationships between literacy and 
broader political ideals. Social historians include but are not limited 
to Janet Duitsman Cornelius, Adam Banks, Keith Gilyard (“Af-
rican,” “Introduction”), Deborah Brandt (Literacy, “Sponsors”), 
Catherine Prendergast, and John Duffy—scholars who, to varying 
degrees, place the study of literacy within larger social contexts, 
illuminating the material and cultural conditions that facilitate an 
increase in mass literacy acquisition and use.13 Ultimately, some 
social historians remind us that the problems of defining literacy, 
historically or contemporarily, cannot be resolved by treating lit-
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eracy as a stagnant, linear process. Literacies like those discussed in 
this book include fluctuations, strands, transactions, and divisions. 
The challenge becomes more complicated when combining ethno-
graphic and historical literacy explorations. 

My dilemma of how to situate myself within these perspectives 
intensified when I waded through the sea of archives while also in-
terviewing participants. I searched for academic language or theo-
ries to help explain what I saw happening. Soon I discovered that 
the majority of existing research falls short of including language 
and ideologies composed from an African American perspective. 
Other studies of the Citizenship Schools consisted of either biog-
raphies or social historical studies, primarily within the disciplines 
of education and history. Listening and reading closely with respect 
and honor, I became increasingly frustrated in my attempt to find a 
methodological and theoretical perspective that includes conversa-
tions with participants, one that pays attention to literacy acquisi-
tion and use yet also speaks to an African American worldview. The 
problem was compounded by the fact that the vocabulary describ-
ing everyday grassroots critical intellectual activities was produced 
by and accessible to the educated elite, thus continuing the margin-
alization of the very community that actually put in the work. Con-
sequently, I cannot abandon my position as a composition scholar. 
This is a difficult space to occupy. Fortunately, I can draw courage 
from the mandate to secure a place for black women’s intellectual 
strategies set forth by black feminist scholars such as Patricia Hill 
Collins and Barbara Smith, who lead me to Royster, whose work 
on the rhetorical and literate history of African American women 
eases the strain of researching African American intellectual ac-
tivities. Highlighting my task as an obligation, she challenges the 
scholarly community to “enrich our definition of tradition, literacy 
and intellectualism and . . . use this enriched vision to look again 
at the historical evidence of the ways in which black women have 
used their literacy” (“Perspectives” 103). Both Royster and Collins 
explain why my responsibility is to build an inclusive intellectual 
perspective, and each is worth quoting at length. Collins notes the 
following:
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One key role for Black women intellectuals is to ask the right 
questions and investigate all dimensions of a Black woman’s 
standpoint with and for African-American women. Black 
women intellectuals thus stand in a special relationship to 
the community of African-American women for which we 
are a part, and this special relationship frames the contours 
of Black feminist thought. . . . While Black feminist thought 
may originate with Black feminist intellectuals it cannot flour-
ish isolated from the experiences and ideas of other groups. 
The dilemma is that Black women intellectuals must place 
our own experiences and consciousness at the center of any 
serious efforts to develop Black feminist thought yet not have 
that thought become separatist and exclusionary. (6) 

The ideology that permeates Royster’s and Collins’s work requires 
us to find ways to transcend standard “composition” frameworks 
developed outside African American ways of knowing. Like Car-
men Kynard, I accept that my orientation is “high academe” as 
well as “inner-personal and outer-historical” (13). These intersec-
tions are the development of enhanced intellectualism. Ultimately, 
I ignite my courage as a new scholar required to create innovative 
theoretical models that look to the culture—my culture—for iden-
tification. Royster explains this as a bold task of generating proac-
tive models:

In forging ahead in uncharted territory, I have also had to 
confront directly, in the rendering of text, my own status as a 
researcher who identifies unapologetically with the subjects of 
my inquiries. In terms of my own invented ethos, within con-
texts that would position me otherwise because of the “mar-
ginality” of what I do, I have had to create proactive spaces 
rather than reactive spaces from which to speak and interpret. 
The task of creating new space, rather than occupying exist-
ing space, has encouraged in me the shaping of a scholarly 
ethos that holds both sound scholarly practices and ethical 
behavior in balance and harmony and that consistently proj-
ects this balancing in research and in writing. (Traces 252)
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This call for varied methodologies originating in an African-de-
rived cultural epistemology, where self is understood as a process of 
continual interaction, rests securely in a call-and-response ideology 
within a community, which in turn is constantly negotiating within 
a resistant context. As a theoretical concept, this practice is also un-
derstood as decentering. However, when this ideology is applied to 
African American culture, the deconstructive interrogation of self 
is usually predicated on the unexamined assumption that the self 
is constructed in Euro-American terms, which means the ideology 
itself needs deconstructing. Ultimately, Royster’s declaration gives 
me permission to embrace my position as both a composition re-
searcher and an African American woman. As a researcher, I am not 
invisible. This book unapologetically includes my perspective as the 
granddaughter of a Milwaukee-based Freedom School trustee and 
my cultural connection to an African American community. In ad-
dition, my experiences growing up in a black church taught me that 
I’m obligated to remain grounded in the African American sense 
of self, drawing strength and energy from a community capable of 
validating my experience. 

True to her location within composition studies, Royster offers 
a model for the responsibility of literacy historians to push explora-
tions into a larger context, encouraging change for individuals and 
the world. The task of defining literacy is to construct a theoreti-
cal framework for African American people that recognizes the au-
tonomous and subjective value of literacy as a means of “generating 
action” (Traces 42). In my own work, I follow the outline in which 
she defines the multiple tasks involved in shaping this type of theo-
retical framework, which are:

(1) to analyze and interpret the ways in which written lan-
guage and action systematically converge; (2) to document 
the rhetorical habits and choices of individual writers, an ef-
fort that requires attention to ethos and context, as well as 
to message and medium; (3) to examine patterns emerging 
over time, not simply to suggest, for example, that African 
American women seem to have an affinity for essay writing 
but to theorize about what such rhetorical preferences indi-
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cate about connections between this group, a worldview, and 
their deliberate uses of written language to meet sociopolitical 
purposes. (43)

Royster equips historical revisionists with a means of defining the 
literacies of an individual, a culture, and a community. In the end, 
I’m a critically conscientious historian, embracing my own cultural 
identity while wading through the waters of Sea Islands literacy 
stories. Through both my ethnographic and historical research, I 
recover an emerging theme grounded in African American gospel 
concepts, which weave spiritual and secular principles into the mo-
tives, means, and methods of literacy learning and literacy activism.

C h A P t e r  b r e A K D ow n

First and foremost, Freedom Writing recovers gospel literacy as a 
way of knowing; it is a cultural practice within an African Ameri-
can literacy event. In this introduction, I explain how to take on 
the burdens of academic conventions to develop a text that revises 
the intersections between an African American gospel conscious-
ness and literacy. Chapter 1, “Like a Bridge over Troubled Water: 
An African American Sacred–Secular Continuum,” introduces and 
defines gospel literacy concepts within mainstream literacy scholar-
ship (including various disciplines) while discussing how, within 
these perspectives, African American women have an intellectual 
tradition, albeit marginalized, of consciously choosing a response 
to their burdens that embraces the authority to expand their own 
knowledge. I accomplish this through an extensive analysis of so-
cial, historical, and theoretical perspectives within composition, 
African American, historical, education, and women’s studies. I 
take on studies that examine various ideologies in literacy as well as 
the rich diversity of African American culture. Chapter 2, “‘Gonna 
Lay Down My Burdens’: Jim Crow to Composition Studies—A 
Diagrammatic Perspective,” draws on the gospel concept of “ac-
knowledging the burden” to map the Citizenship School story. 
This chapter employs an African American tradition of embrac-
ing knowledge as power within existing perspectives. Chapter 3, “‘I 
Got Some Pride’: Call-and-Response as an Intellectual Principle of 
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Literacy Acquisition and Use,” looks at how Sea Islands Citizenship 
School activities invoked “call-and-response, a culturally informed 
approach to literacy action that permeates notions of literacy and 
language. I describe how some of the fundamental dimensions of 
this communication pattern played out in the Civil Rights literacy 
crusade. Most important, I discuss how participants forged resis-
tance against a narrow literacy learning centered on civic inclu-
sion by drawing on gospel literacy. This chapter also demonstrates 
how Citizenship School participants’ communal performances and 
emerging meanings were central to literacy acquisition and use. 
Chapter 4, “‘I’ve Got a Testimony’: Bearing Witness to a Historical 
Case of African American Curriculum and Instructional Methods,” 
treats the gospel literacy concept of “witnessing” as an intellectual 
process in order to analyze the Citizenship Schools’ curriculum and 
instructional methods. I explain how such an analysis complicates 
the way we understand the relationship between social activism 
and literacy acquisition and use. Drawing on personal interviews 
and actual classroom discussions, as well as lesson plans and teacher 
training sessions, I provide an extended analysis of the classroom-
in-action, illustrating how everything is working together—wit-
nessing, spirituality, music, curriculum, teachers, and learners. Fi-
nally, Chapter 5, “‘And Still I Rise’: Finding Redemption through 
Unceasing Variations of Literacy Acquisition and Use,” situates the 
gospel literacy concept of “finding redemption,” which embodies 
principles of recovery through the intersections of literacy acquisi-
tion and emancipatory power and authority, as a theoretical model 
for explaining the implications of gospel literacy, as well as a means 
to restore to a place of honor the idea that African American cul-
tural traditions contain more than basic exercises in thought and 
expression.

Before I begin the following discussion, however, I need to be 
clear that I am taking aspects of a unified experience out of context, 
making it difficult to discuss one characteristic without seeing evi-
dence of another. 
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An irresistible behind-the-scenes look at one of America’s most powerful learn-
ing environments, created by individuals drawn together by their deep desire 
to make America a true democracy. This is a powerful, in-depth, and deeply 
moving story about the power of starting small but believing big.

—Shirley Brice Heath, Stanford University

Literacy for African Americans has always been about more than reading, writ-
ing, speaking, and listening. It has been about liberation and self-determination. 
In this volume, Lathan captures the very soul of African American literacy during 
the crucial years of the modern Civil Rights Movement.

—Gloria Ladson-Billings, Kellner Family Chair of Urban Education,  
University of Wisconsin–Madison

Through a blend of African American cultural theory and literacy and rhetori-
cal studies highlighting the intellectual and pedagogical traditions of African 
American people, Rhea Estelle Lathan argues that African Americans have literacy 
traditions that represent specific, culturally influenced ways of being in the world. 
She introduces gospel literacy, a theoretical framework analogous to gospel music 
within which to consider how the literacy activities of the Civil Rights Move-
ment illuminate a continual interchange between secular and religious ideologies.  
Lathan demonstrates how gospel literacy is deeply grounded in an African American 
tradition of refusing to accept the assumptions underlying European American 
thought and institutions, including the oppression of African American people 
and the denial of full citizenship rights. 
 Lathan’s critical historical analysis draws on oral histories, personal interviews, 
and archival data, allowing her to theorize about African American literacy prac-
tices, meanings, and values while demonstrating the symbiotic relationship between 
literacy and the Civil Rights Movement. Central to her research are local partici-
pants who contributed to the success of citizenship education, and she illuminates in 
particular how African American women used critical intellectualism and individual 
creative literacy strategies to aid in the struggle for basic human rights.

Rhea estelle lathan is an assistant professor of English rhetoric and compo-
sition at Florida State University. She teaches and writes about cultural literacy, 
language, and critical race theory, as well as community-based African American 
literacy activism.
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