























14 Prologue Contexis
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Figure 0.3 Refined intersection of intellectual traditions.

axes (see Figure 0.3) Indeed, while the vertical axis is a backdrop
for my work, I shall have little to say about structure in the abstract or
the minute choreography of interactions I have therefore added these
intermediary diagonal axes to introduce four additional concerns that
are traditional in social theory but not quite as extreme as the poles of
the vertical axis For my purpose, they are as far as I go in the direction
of social structure or situated experience. Hence, my domain of inquiry
is illustrated by the horizontal shaded band (Note that the resulting
figure is not only an expansion of Figure 0.2 but also a refined version
of Figure 0.1, outlining in a more detailed and rigorous fashion what I
consider to be the components of a social theory of learning.)

One diagonal axis places social collectivities between social structure
and practice, and individual subjectivity between identity and situated
experience Connecting the formation of collectivity and the experi-
ence of subjectivity on the same axis highlights the inseparable duality
of the social and the individual, which is an underlying theme of this

book.

+ Theories of collectivity address the formation of social configurations
of various types, from the local (families, communities, groups, net-
works) to the global (states, social classes, associations, social move-
ments, organizations). They also seek to describe mechanisms of so-
cial cohesion by which these configurations are produced, sustained,
and reproduced over time (solidarity, commitments, common inter-

ests, atfinity) ®
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+ Theories of subjectivity address the nature of individuality as an ex-
perience of agency. Rather than taking for granted a notion of agency
associated with the individual subject as a self-standing entity, they
seek to explain how the experience of subjectivity arises out of en-
gagement in the social world.?

The other diagonal axis places power between social structure and iden-
tity, and meamng between practice and experience. As the axis sug-
gests, connecting issues of power with issues of production of meaning
is another underlying theme of this book.

* Theories of pewer. The question of power is a central one in social
theory The challenge is to find conceptualizations of power that
avoid simply conflictual perspectives (power as domination, oppres-
sion, or violence) as well as simply consensual models {power as con-
tractual alignment or as collective agreement conferring authority to,
for instance, elected officials).'®

» Theories of meaning attempt to account for the ways people produce
meanings of their own, ( These are different from theories of mean-
ing in the philosophy of language or in logic, where issues of corre-
spondence between statements and reality are the main concern)
Because this notion of meaning production has to do with our ability
to “own” meanings, it invelves issues of social participation and rela-
tions of power in fundamental ways. Indeed, many theories in this
category have been concerned with issues of resistance to institu-
tional or colonial power through local cultural production "

T'he purpose of this book is not to propose a grandiose synthesis of
these intellectual traditions or a resolution of the debates they reflect;
my goal is much more modest Nonetheless, that each of these tradi-
tions has something crucial to contribute to what I call a soctal theory of
learning is in itself interesting. It shows that developing such a theory
comes close to developing a learning-based theory of the social order
In other words, learning is so fundamental to the social order we live by
that theorizing about one is tantamount to theorizing about the other

Structure of the book
This book is divided into four sections:

I} the Prologue sets some contexts for the book
2) Part I, entitled Practice, addresses the left half of Figure 0.1
fand (1.3)

)
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3) Part 11, entitled fdentity, addresses the right half of Figure 0.1
(and 0.3)
4) the Epilogue explores the implications of Parts I and II for

design.

Each part includes a brief introduction that presents the topic of the
section and outlines its structure with a synopsis of each chapter, as well
as a coda — a short essay that wraps up the section by using its content
to address a specific topic

Prologue vignettes

The rest of this prologue contains two vignettes that describe
one community of practice. In 198990 1 did some ethnographic field-
work in a medical claims processing center operated by a large US. in-
surance company, which I will refer to by the pseudonym of Alinsu.
The claims processors handled health insurance claims of the kind
many of us are familiar with, sent in by people who were covered by a
plan purchased by their employer.!2

* Vignete 1 is a fairly derailed account of one working day in the life
of a claims processor. It is meant to provide a view of a community
of practice from the standpoint of a participant. Atriel, as I will call
her, 1s representative of the claims processors, but she is 2 composite
character The day I describe is representative of a real day and is a
collection of actual events, although I did not observe them all on the
same day

* Vignette 11 describes the use of one worksheet created by Alinsu to fa-
cilitate a calculation. This case iilustrates the type of problems that
can arise when workers are asked to perform proceduial activities
without a good understanding of what the activities are about

* Coda 0 summarizes the vignettes by introducing a perspective on
understanding.

I include these vignettes to give some life to my theoretical develop-
ment, and will often refer to the claims processors to illustrate what I
say. However, these examples are mostly self-explanatory and so read-
ing the vignettes is not an absolute necessity. Vignette IT is mostly use-
ful for Chapter 9, and even if you skip the vignettes, you still might
want to look at Figure (.4 I will refer on many occasions to the calcula-
tion worksheet it displays.
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Part I Practice

?art I provides a series of characterizations of the concept of
community of practice, including:

1) the level of analysis at which the concept of practice is usefy]
2) the defining characteristics of a community of practice

3)  the evolution of communities of practice over time

4) boundaries and relations among communities of practice

5) constellations formed by interrelated communities of practice.

Part T ends with an cssay on “knowing in practice ”

Part I Identity

Part II focuses on identity This shift of focus from practice to

identity within the same analytical perspective has the following conse-
quences.

1) .It injects Fhe notion of the person into the theory without hav-
ing to posit an individual subject to start with

2) It expands the domain of inquiry to social configurations other
than those defined by practice and to mechanisms by which
these configurations become contexts for identiry formation

NIt Iejquires a theory of power by which to characterize the for-
mation of identity in practice as the ability to negotiate an ex-
perience of meaning |

Part %I thus complements Part T Tt argues for a dual relation between
practice and identity, and it addresses some limitations of the concept

of community of practice by locating it within a broader framework.
Part I ends with an essay on “learning communities ”

Epilogue Design

By way of conclusion, I discuss issues of design and learning. 1
first use the contents of Parts I and II to describe the dimensions and

components of a design oriented to learning Then T use this framework
to discuss two kinds of social design:

1) organizations and their relation to practice
2) education and the formation of identities.



