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What Meant to Be a Literate in Qing China?

Yonghua LIU, Haibo WEN

Abstract: Inspired by the concept of functional literacy, the past three to four decades saw the increasing
interest in the connection between literacy and social life, and more and more scholars use the multiple form of
literacy (“literacies”) to replace its single form to emphasize the multiplicity of popular literacy. This trend has
actually deepened, developed, and concretized the idea of functional literacy; that is, the capacity to read and
write is not a reified ability, but is instead connected to capacities to handle different concrete genres of text
in practice, and when we talk about the “uses” of literacy, it means the capacities to handle different genres of
text and thus to take part in corresponding facets of social life. Based on this consideration, it seems helpful to
introduce the concept of genre of text—genre, social life, and literacy constitute a tri-lateral relationship: texts
of different genres are produced in various situations of social life, and they further suggest different kinds of
literacy.

In order to illustrate the connection between genre of text and the life of the populace in the Qing period, the
article introduces the written documents as used in the life word of the Cheng family, a peasant family in late
Qing Huizhou. The case suggests that the villagers from the southeast Chinese highland may have, on a regular
or even everyday basis, contacted and taken part in the production of over ten kinds of different genres of texts,
including account books, contracts, genealogies, stone inscriptions, tax registers, land registers, tax receipts,
and so on, and involving fields ranging from economic, social, official to religious and ritual. It illustrates
the depth and width of the reach of written materials in the village world on the eve of popularizing modern
elementary education and reflects the multiple literacy a common Qing villager could have mastered.

The article also attempts to calculate the required number of characters in the handling of five common
genres of text: account books, contracts, letters, diaries/account of everyday activities, and popular literature
(songbooks). By calculating characters as used in several groups of corresponding texts collected from late
Qing southeast highland, the article finds that the lexicon required in the handling of the texts is usually
lower than 2,000 characters, which used to be thought the minimum requirement of literate performance,
and literacies corresponding to various genres more or less differ: at one extreme we find the capacity of
bookkeeping, which is elementary and for which a mastery of 400 to 500 characters is often sufficient, at
the other extreme is the capacity to read vernacular novels, which may require a mastery of 3,000 to 4,000
characters; what lie between the two extremes are the capacities to write contracts, letters, diaries, or accounts
of everyday activities as well as the capacity to read popular literature, of which a mastery of 600 to 700 words
seems indispensable.

The findings of the article show that since they do not take functional literacy seriously, many previous
studies have underestimated popular literacy and the uses of functional literacy in the life of the populace in
traditional China. Even though it may not be able to change the fate of the populace thoroughly, the capacity
enabled them to handle their everyday life more effectively, permitted them to cross geographical and dialect
boundaries more easily, and may have even provided them a certain chance to contact gentry culture.
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[ B L=w+ 54, £ “DRedFFhS” (functonal literacy) AN HET, £ ML
M EF B MG ETH M B, LRI AN F IR PR LEBEL X, UERA
REBFSH A S A, B, BRLABLT AR BIRNEL, PRSI LI
—HAREG A, CATR T AL L LG REAEANMMG, BHE LB RER
HANEAG L EG I, FAREH DA (function), KAFAEAMK, AL B3| ANHM
&, EAGAES. FERH)LRABRZ MG IRAEAAGTETRRFER AR, XRTFT
FNCELIELE $-81)

BHBTIXERLFTRRERAELEEOWMG, KINBTHERNEBREZ TR FHH. K
MEEET, FREALERELEUEAED FHMO T, ALEKRE. Ak 24,
. AL, T AWM. REZ. BB, K3 425 T4 S, TREE. AR,
EPTRRHEXERR G, EBT T LFEANFRIHAE R EREE, A EEER
BEAMEG S AFEFRS

ATGEERHESE. 24, T4, B/HaEARM L (3l F4FFRLHEGR
BRAMEFRNEFECES TH A, @B BT B, KHR, FRLLHA
FrE s B S, BARA AR FIE2000F 69463, L RR XHEGRXGAA A I ER : LA
HRAEER, TEWEFGFHT; MBS IR ENESRASZRS; EATHOAET L
R, B3, RARL/HBEFEFRAGAFRHMIZELA—8, ZRESLTF AL,

AR EY, HABB AN LENRERZRY, IO R VR THRAME T12%
FPEGRBERFRERIEEFFRNSREETERGY Y. BE AR S EFURRE K
BALOE, RCAMARRZIFHEEDFAEFH, LB 2585 5% M b3,
oy TR, EEARMTMERKIARE T EERZE,

[BSEF ] RAAET Hret gy L8 STHsR) FX

EZEM2k#E, % (FRAL) HE (McGill University, 2004) , B4 TKLEL
FEARIR, HAREBLHPFiLG L, HARGERE, RMEBEL LBEAT. REEZE
A TAEART . BIARATE M B R ARG st g s Al ] (3, 2013; +, 2019) .
[ BR%%: AR ZABRMBIE ] (2020) 5.

Wi, BLEWE (RPIKE, 2017) , RATLHFR KSR 2 81248, FRER
B FA G KM RS SR

98



Bk IR R H TR MR

FE DA R P I RS ) — 30, 255 (BUKEE) $RH AR A R B & R T R
RGO R RE RO B WA E SR R, B R RS RE ) AL A T T B A SRR
RAGEARER R RE 0y 0 VARSCEI B RR RO BERE |-, BIASOEMMES:, LA 25
RREEAL G AT Z MIRYBRIR, & B R SO R RE AT REUE 5. ATSGRR, HE
BSOS, AT REAE AL & AR R B R e D < R S, I AERR (R, TSR BRI R A S, A BY
TS 22 TURE RS RE ) B HAEAL B A YRR A T R VR T R SCEE RS 2 U/ N, 55
— TR SO A AR R NIBR, S LA RN 2R PR, S RO A
TR BOUR ;5 = fTR PG ROCHI A T FRE AT, MRNE L SCRNERRETT; &
%, A AR A SO BRI H A R

— XE - HEEEEERED

TR SR A B AR ORI 2 TR R RE T, RN TR S R A R AR RE T
WFFEAE ] B — {18 2]
TR RTRLAE, ROARERRE IR B KRB AR H X B EA, BRI
FENHI M EE, HeE 7 IhRENEFIRRES) (functional literacy, SCEEAE “IIREVERRFRES)” )
E - EEM AR . R, B MR RS SR E R ER R - S A% E (William
S. Gray, 1885-1960) 7t MiEE AR —FHHHEHAT. KIRMIIFE, 7EANMSHEA MG,
ARG T SCAL B RS RO TE 1), A L35 B L I SO Y, A RIS N RE S R i 28 SUA I A 4K
S U TR, OB A B D REVE B B . PiE MR AR, R B R SO A
B SRR AR RO A, YA 2 BB 2 E 1S ], 1EE T IS0
58. V20154F, Wi BIAS TR AL & O A R HE S AR TLAE (2016-20304F) +LAHMHF
BUEREHEE (SDG) o Wi Blstwt B HAR BLAY vl R 3k R e B TR YR W SC 7P, 1R
REAAWEER: R FRAES 2 DR E R DRENE (a) T (b) B
BRI AN ANA R | IR EE RN R ER: A REIIREE SRS, £
i/ 4 RE S 2 B3/t ) AEL A AT A [ Y AR T 5 TR RE D AN R A BT B T D, T LT At
AT 2 (1 B R 8 R RO B SRR o O4RE SR A AR — S
REHL, S IIREVERU RE NI FUE S RPN AT B ACTS SRR A A B A ARG B ROE A i
I B RE S . ©
SR RIS AR L, DR R R M SR B R A N AR RS e
Fy, B R AR R EAL O R T R T U AR RE TS . VKA - U (David Barton) #
%y, AT REMEME S, FEWE T A R S RE B S R . H— ) ST TR R B E
© BljcE: QR MEA AR, ThEERESHEL 2 (2017) @ 1060
(@ William S. Gray, The Teaching of Reading and Writing: An International Survey (Paris: UNESCO, 1956), p. 24.
® 19484E 121, Mty B FLARE S 5 5826 M1 2 B A HERI F1 I NHERY BEAR N A 2 — o ANit, DHREMERIRI REI R O, =
HH19674F “EBRMEIFFEFIE"  (Experimental World Literacy Programme, fFREWLP) RUHif&, 7 FLIEHE A& BI#
B SCHHAL AR BT F 5181, 2 FLeslie J. Limage, “Literacy Strategies: A View from the International Literacy Year Secretariat of
UNESCO,” in Peter Freebody and Anthony R. Welch, eds., Knowledge, Culture & Power: International Perspectives on Literacy as
Policy and Practice (London and Washington, DC: Falmer Press, 2005 [1993]), pp. 29~33; David Barton, Literacy: An Introduction to
the Ecology of Written Language, second edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), pp. 189~192.

@ EHERAR TP ZE BT — RO, Rl sE, LaE S RE, 2
FEvelyn S. Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy in Ch’ing China (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1979), p. 2.

(® SDG Indicator Metadata (no publishing place: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2021), pp. 1~2, https://tcg.uis.unesco.org/wp-content/

uploads/sites/4/2020/08/Metadata-4.6.1.pdf (FrZ ] : 2023412 19H) .

(® Susan Wallace, ed., 4 Dictionary of Education (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), https://www.oxfordreference.com/
display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803095838390 (ffrZ= HffiH: 2023412 H19H) .

@ FHEME (W, L. Idema) 37, MG BEINESRES 0% HMiBXTF”  (moderately literate) ~  “SE4mcs”  (fully
literate) M1 “Eiliinic 7" (highly literate) —fEH51. MraAORLE ST, SRRSO RERRULMN TS, EHEERAS
SR REME R RE . MBI B WSS RE ST, RIS AL DS E R . 2 A W. L. Idema, Chinese Vernacular
Fiction: The Formative Period (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), pp. L~LIII.
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R T = DN S G I = A R 3 e S ey /NG SR s RN T2 i SO | e D
BT THES R BE AT E R MR R, EEEE LR R (E B & A vE A HAS
TS —Ht GE—BMRIVRRIRREE) W 7 TR S AGE R RE 1 Bt ar A TE I B R . 18IS MR
mE AR, A EAADIREME S RE R R, T B, T RE A B R R R R
71, AR LUEHEERE . RAFESORNEGE, WARETIRCE. BE. BMRIENE, SLHEEn
REAS T SKHVE D), fEmMEHARA BAGR THICE, ElEEMEEE NN ER.

IERAEE —IREE UK IR S R s B ROR B D Re e R RE T, SE RS MR AN
) AR PG AR R R RE T o BIAE 9 N AT, A3 L Aok Y 22 V0 k- FE ST (Rosalind
Thomas) HF3-1HC (Peter Burke) M9 ¥5. R4 A il A IS RE )20 2 BRIV . YR BEL
WAL TN BRPURE , TS YRR RE D AT BN . FAP K. B s Ao R B KR S e
1, AIEEES. FEE. B R UERERIG . CEPE, KFHRRESN R BERAE (2
SoAd ) h¥ WA - RERCIRT . YRR TR T . RERMET . “REMCCE”
SEMREFE RE A S OB 26 B MOR A, BRI D SR B 0 0 TR S E ) A O 5
(literacies) , VAULTRFHFER REJI00 L o0 — — AR DIREMEES RE I 2o, A Le 8235 1E oil
%%m%%ﬁ(mwmﬁ\ﬁﬁﬁ\gmﬁ(m@MM)%ﬁﬁﬁgﬁ%mOmwO@E%§
PEEE BV B RecE R B T DIREE R RE ML, BT REME S R e ) B R A PR E
R, el th REtE R B RE /T 2 o de | i H R .

TR LB TR S BRI T, S T 08 W 3R A i SO (SR Y ARG 3
$E” ) genre) o L, SCEURISAEA A& AT B b6 A SCTAPRE, /NBIE A B 3
K. B AEEL ISE. SO, KBILEMIE GFEEN KR w it IRE. BHEA, 525,
Z\ SRAEAEE. RMR. SEESEIR ERSUARR . SOBTBERIAL G AR VSR, BMfEE L
AR, MR AR B AT B A, (R R, SCEUY R T R R B 2R A SR
i

SO M B R R AR RS MERE T e RS R, (P T REM R R

(D Barton, Literacy: An Introduction to the Ecology of Written Language, p. 190. %T%ﬁﬁlﬁﬁgﬁgﬁﬁ(%)\ﬂﬁﬁﬁ, 2 I Barton,
Literacy: An Introduction to the Ecology of Written Language, pp. 189~192; Randal Holme, Literacy: An Introduction (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2004), pp. 11~35.

(@ Rosalind Thomas, “Writing, Reading, Public and Private ‘Literacies’: Functional Literacy and Democratic Literacy in Greece,” in
William A. Johnson and Holt N. Parker, eds., Ancient Literacies: The Culture of Reading in Greece and Rome (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009), pp. 13~45; Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy: Essays on Perception and
Communication (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 110~131.

® BER: [FLWE) , TRERENEESCE G ARMRE, 1982) | 1605

@ eln, James Collins and Richard Blot, Literacy and Literacies: Texts, Power, and Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2003); William A. Johnson and Holt N. Parker, eds., Ancient Literacies: The Culture of Reading in Greece and Rome (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009); David Barton, Mary Hamilton, and Roz Ivani¢, eds., Situated Literacies: Reading and Writing in
Context (London and New York: Routledge, 2005); David Barton and Mary Hamilton, Local Literacies: Reading and Writing in One
Community, revised edition (London and New York: Routledge, 2012 [1998]); R. H. Britnell, ed., Pragmatic Literacy, East and West,
1200-1330 (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1997); Rosamond McKitterick, ed., The Uses of Literacy in Early Mediaeval Europe
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Franz-Josef Arlinghaus, Marcus Ostermann, Oliver Plessow, and Gudrun Tscherpel,
eds., Transforming the Medieval World: Uses of Pragmatic Literacy in the Middle Ages (Turnhour, Belgium: Brepols Publishers,
2006).

® Frances Christief i, EH AR, BB (genre) MBHTE, LGB E20HALHATEMA, B0FLIEZ FIHAKMZ 1Y
BAE, iR R K, HATERRRIR RE IO A PR AR SCRMBI R E AL [, B2 Gunther Kress#UR
7 BIAEE KAL) LR . 2 R Frances Christie, “Genres and Institutions: Functional Perspectives on Educational Discourse,” in Nancy
H. Hornberger, ed., Encyclopedia of Language and Education, Vol. 3: Discourse and Education, second edition (Amsterdam: Spring-
er Science+ Business Media, 2008), pp. 29~40; Gunther Kress, Literacy in the New Media Age (London and New York: Routledge,
2003), pp. 83~104. PRI ASCEMEP IR T, ASCHBRIHES: (UNBIEE TSOLMIRED BIRERPRCCERIRIE) |, FRMIrsRAISC
JERE TR P BSCRS R, RT3 S B B S S A IR R BIAR, [RIRE, % 7 SELP MO PEIRE S s dy, M5
JEWREIAEE R, RS ARSI, KA EOBaRE IR,
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DHIBIFATRRE Y (2R o

— T, ARFESCEEAE G AT AR SRR BT BB CIEEENE R, WA TR
P AR AR RIS SO PR, Wl AR W A IR, EES; ESREIR
FESGERING , AR AR AR EAETEL. 55E. WSS, BEE MR ACCEER, hys
THREE. BHUMEE. A%, FREOATEL, RIREERE AN EE L. S R R Sk
R FFARE (A RE T TR MRRETRESE) A SRR hEE. B, BEESE, B
T LY e P A A RSO o V3 S S A A RSl AN 0 5535 R o A
BT AR A (5 BB S S B BB . e A S AR T I S h R R RE 0, 2
A0 HY A e P 28 SORA Y RE

i1 SR A A T B R RE O Bl (s TR

HJiHE, SRRENAE - RAEAREE ( RAREN T ), EAEERTEEER
SCHER R RE IR R, BHE LSO R R B A e AR R 2 B, AR TR &
SRR B M AR RE DD RE R S RE T IRE , ASH 2 S ELRE SO R R R RE 0 in LA W R B K] 4
1E%y TR S BT AR TR H) SN SRR E T, &R 26
Fr8-FEHT (Istvan G. Toth) fAREST, THREVEFESSRE I SIE1E M. S50, Bl E FEHEE
MIREST o PAENTAE— AR ShRENE IR BE TR SCEE T, SO & TR, IEREAE S TS & B
THETETEEET) (sociolinguistic competence) , iEfEAEST “(H{H A FEA R H H A TE SR 1
357 , CALHE T S E (literacy conventions) N ERL I AH B A SO TS S, TIRTE 2R
A A BE T G R SORRBERL, LEInEHE . s Ivii L. BUREE. REOUR. /N
R o Ot ERSI SRR E A G AT A SO A R S, B R
B, RIEPREE 18 SR SO A i B RE T O HETS

IER It R LT A SCBE S =R, B A BB R SRR
— I, SCEAEA S ARSI AR (S, 07, SOERR TR R RE
AMERRZ TTH T IERT BB ATE R RE I, R AR AR SO Y RE

(D Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy, pp. 116~128.

(@ Peter Istvan G. Toth, “History of Literacy and Illiteracy,” in James D. Wright, eds., International Encyclopedia of the Social &
Behavioral Sciences, second edition, Vol. 14 (Amsterdam: Elsevier Science Ltd., 2015), p. 236.

(® Ludo Verhoeven, Carsten Elbro, and Pieter Reitsma, “Functional Literacy in a Developmental Perspective,” in Ludo Verhoeven,
Carsten Elbro, and Pieter Reitsma, eds., Precursors of Functional Literacy (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing,
2002), p. 5.
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(—) RWEHY

1. TEEE. BRAE TWARE, WhREHE RERSIR. B ARERE 7 ek
T B0, HR. 2B WA TR G T /UEE =+ =4, 1902-19074F) HHMEE.
FHAEH. SRRSO T O%. Bt EH. T8, %00, BREES Obss
TAPHAER =, 1898-19044F) HIEBUEE. FHMRH . MREERT LUSIRE TS ok, &
TriR, A BB R EHE T AR

PR ARG WEHE AR, MRt i HIRGAF RS CHEHIRFET) o B EMHEH IRRD
BRREIEINTI S, Fe AR RS . AR R ZHEA , BRI FTFCIRE L BORREL, th=
TS, WRBIEH B AETHH, SR 7RSS A TR IR SR RE I F i % B
RETTo

2+ BE1. A ETm ROR AT R o RSO —, ROER TSRS Wah IO SR
IR . . NSRRI, SEENFEEE, HRAAEFZHEZE.

EHEH AR E Y, 3 TR, SpOeE N (1900) JUHHHH, ARG EH
HEAFZF. WHSHE. HESHATE, SRR, Sl eeiERLa, o
HHWRE, BE R, AT EEER A e E T RN R, EE TR
TCo HEZ 1%, BMFEEPFE M, EEETIMNMIFIE.

3. FOSEEMR. MRHEBGTICERE, AR R FEE . HEH RN T &R I
JeE SRR T IR, R
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FHEFE=ZALE
B E
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B BRI NP RO R, SURIlRH, FHEIUAE (90) (82 ) ANEER. SR SRR
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il BEORIE RO BT, SCREGEBUR SRR ILF. Al H C ROk Bk, R —
i RF R IREBURRE L (K o E IR IR BRI SCAA R F R, IR IE IR A%, [
Al AT B A o (15 B B AILR S AOBUBCAR B, SR EJORRY SRR H AR RCARAT o

FPEEHRORAETOERE ERIUE (1882-1883) #HEHIRM, E&:

A
ZAEWE T 55 Lo

ToAdwAESy (“BR7 _FFIaEBI, LFH “HEH)

TE R PR R AT AT. BRIEMPESL, SBRE — NAEHRH R, B AR AE T WSRIL
o H—F: “T“HATZ () W8S (7)) WoTT, MEBITI, B BT, T A
FTOANHAANOR (7)) LT, BN (2) , DAttt FE. T R [FREE
FYHE G, R R B WS R T . ©

() HEFFH

1. HFERR. HEHMRIER—RESCH, RIS FRIEE, 352 R R — R 5 14 A 3C
F, HEE R A0 SRR SRR R M s R HER T, SRR ISR SUIGE H ek E S
A, MR RIRERER T H WA AMIBESE, BLARGER, RUL, A/DHEH RRAYES A
BHER « BHIRWET F4H. AREE SRR AL, HE HIREE H ek 1R iRE &
HE W H TS, R H R SO . SR SOHAIE R, ] REB IR 2 A HY e
AR BRI, FTREAE IR 18IHACHIE, A 19 ACHR MUn H AL SH By — THEE
RN, EREE— EIER 220 AT HTH

FEZR PracHE IR HEE /4 (1838) , dolioti —+-E4F (1901) , A =+Z W7,
WAL HAERIAC S . B SORRLBRAY A 2, KRl = A i A4 H REER AU B
L, BRERIRBEAG. B CEAER, WERHEN) « KRN, EH. T AE
Eo fEHRAMERS Y, 2% HWTHEORE, —Roalits B4 MR TS, BRGEEKT
FEWMRFE R &E, WREREAUC, etk K, £ HRAGCIRIIAE. &M
=, AFHIRESERMARTIIRE, HEIEME HRMEl, HEMRGHEIE, MO SO, riss
AR DMER H W ATSEAAEIR E , ErEs . S F457,

2. JREk. REICAGE HEHIRI AR N . S 7E LEE AN, IR NS AR A i %
ko AWIAMMEVIRIE, TR)IRE KEREAREN, WEHREES . NEAER, 2
OEARER), AR FAERNRA, MENEZ A AR5 H, EHMAEFPRK
FRABIREME L, BEE 7 A T — —iE R R R B R A BR B ST

3. BREE. WEAAE R F AT A R S Bl A S0 TRIESL A A DAL
W FYET—4F (1872) , FEZFBEBMEIGEAGH, MBS ALY, BREEM T TEEM, I

O FREHEARD S22, Stk & A-HAH: “CRE R BRSNS LB O e A R Rk (A alT3k, 7
FRECGHERARS BB, Sblf — B 0 1NH S BERR ST, UNEFEC R 7 AR IR
By, e B

@ WtsE+—4 (1885) “HTILH:  “HESEERNOC, HOEWT o CFHRS: CEERE AR TS o kTR
(1888) t—H L H: “SOHASETEEEY. " ek T AE (1894) JUA TR HED:  YFFERKIN TR 7
AR AR HRL: YEFEAT R A IO o 25 PRI IRY BB, S & Tl 810
M, s FaE A =B H; S, ek HEIUI P Es AR He
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FEAHIESI TR, szt 2. RS EHE F R D BRI BT rp (O LA R SO
DB, ERTAFRAL &KL, BB RE. [1? FRAERK. SNANE
Kkt =5 (1877) = A RAEMBIERE A,
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(=) TfEH

1. B ARFACT M A SOR T, A T BT BOR A B SIS . RIS T
PSS Se e R ) P R T, — — S M B AR M T, 21 7 19 AT R AR O BRI, (BB SR 8
FEABAS SR B o BRI RAE BT A H A 1 — T SO, AERINSCE P R JE
TS 1 B R s B A

P LA RN, LR RAC M ] A MRS b S ARy, 3 P SRR RE AL P AT Bl Y
WA TREZIREED SR, LR T 7 AT REAC B BRI Y N4 . e i BLERS 1A SR = R Y
FUEE 755 WAM. BEFT S8KE AN BT PUTIE & EAUTHE AL RS B (AR BRI IS L85
EHEr, R AT ENEZEAEEMSEERE

2 HuEEM. 55 MY E B0 A MRS —— SR T, AEAR A AT R IR AOR R . AR
R FAERRUN, SRR IR RS e ol RS, WA EEAEN .

TENN BT/ #R A R e 1, PSR 2R, il — LB A e i R A7 250 SR
FERE A B AT M AREE BR80T B T I WA ¥ A A i R o o S Rl T M
ZARNAER . ek N FEANE, BRI RERREHE EEAY T IH P+ 29k
WML ” o CHARIERFIAANT, RIMELABSE R AT T EEARTUTHEREB N, |
LUK EUEE Y, P Z SRR o SO RO 2ER A AR BRI, Rt
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